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			‘Two people take a vow to be together’

			So, I’m sat here. With tea in a bucket and those small, irritating biscuits.

			It’s the middle of the day and I am sat in a coffee shop, trying to tell a story.

			I have been writing in different coffee shops for weeks, sometimes in the day, other times the evening, just watching the world go by.

			Today, it’s jeans and a T-shirt as I am a day off.

			I must look nuts, but I am smiling and crying whilst I write.

			All this really happened, and we are the people it happened to.

			It’s not too deep and philosophical, just a good old-fashioned love story.

			I am very aware Victoria can, and probably will, come across as being a pain in the arse. But I am proud to say she was my pain in the arse.

			Oh, and I have a type.

			Extremely high maintenance and slightly damaged.

			You see, I need to fix people.

			I’m the first to admit I’m socially awkward, so I need someone who, on the surface, is comfortable with humanity. Chip away, though, and they must need repairing.

			Please do not judge me for that. Or her.

			

			She wasn’t used to having very much and used to fighting fiercely to make the best of everything.

			But under her ‘piss off’ exterior, she was funny and warm and highly addictive.

			Now, my parents are amazing.

			I was awkward growing up. At nursery school, when the girls wanted to kiss me, I would run away and cry. They scared me. I went home and Mum gave me a hug and told me it would be OK. But it wasn’t. The people in my school, by the age of sixteen, loved to drink, smoke and be crazy.

			But that wasn’t me. I was more interested in reading and writing. My bedroom was always immaculate. All my clothes were in order and the desk in my room had pens in colour order and all the papers were stacked perfectly, measured with a set square.

			All of this meant I didn’t have a proper relationship until I was eighteen, sex until even later and I was rubbish at both. Mum and Dad thought I would be celibate, or a serial killer or, worse still, a celibate serial killer, and I think they were just relieved when I started to go out.

			Drunkenness, love bites, street arguments. They would have welcomed them all. They would have just been glad I was normal.

			But I am teetotal, a pacifist and I hate all films with superheroes. Probably because I never would be. My default is to go to the beach and watch the waves.

			Then I got a girlfriend, then another, and that one did last a little while.

			But this story is after that. Of a slightly different me. This is not ego-driven self-congratulation. I just thought it was a half decent story. And perhaps proof that proper love can happen anytime to anyone.

			But I had to work out life isn’t neatly packaged. It’s not Jackanory.

			We all live our lives by signposts. We remember where we were or who we were with by things going on around us.

			And I needed to prove to myself I was different. In a good way.

			It’s called ‘Blue as the Sky’ because someone I knew once came up to me and told me Victoria was amazing.

			They said she had had a beautiful smile, and her eyes were as ‘blue as the sky’.

			A little comment.

			But sometimes the little things are the best.

			

			

			‘You could be everything that I’ve been missing’

			Victoria had come in for an interview.

			It was one of those days where everything was crap, and people were annoying me.

			I spilled my tea driving in, forgot my sandwich, and couldn’t find a parking space in the car park. I had to keeping getting up and answering the office buzzer to the delivery man, some woman from another office and various other irritating people. When the buzzer went again, I sighed, got up, and stormed to the door.

			The first thing I noticed on the tiny screen was her smile. I found myself grinning gormlessly as I pressed the button. She couldn’t even see me anyway. When she came in, her eyes were more beautiful than they had looked in miniature. I showed her into the waiting room. There was a moment where it was just the two of us in there and I wanted to make a good first impression and introduce myself.

			But I got flustered and forgot my name.

			It was me interviewing her. When I did, I didn’t hear most of her answers. I watched her talk and how her eyes sparkled. How she waved her hands around as she spoke and how she had the cutest lisp. I just stared at her mouth and watched her lips move.

			She would then pause and look at me, and that seemed to mean I had to talk.

			

			Anyway, she had way more than she needed to do the job. It wasn’t difficult, and to be fair anyone could do it, let alone someone this incredible. It was just about talking to people who rang in to the office. I knew instantly she would be fine. I couldn’t imagine talking was something she would struggle with. I thought my ears were going to bleed when she squealed after I had called her to tell her she had the job. She told me I wouldn’t regret it. And I didn’t. Not for a moment.

			Victoria and I didn’t speak much during the first couple of weeks she was there. I saw her on the first day when I greeted the new starters and showed them into their induction with the lady from Head Office. I tried to be charming and give her a wink and a smile, but I think she thought I had a nervous tic. And flatulence.

			We would pass each other on the stairs when she came out of training for breaks and lunch. She would always smile and speak. I would smile and stutter. She would see me when I walked past the window of the training room, going on non-existent errands or pretend photocopying, then smile.

			One evening, I followed her out of work and watched her get into a car. The guy driving was around her age. He kissed her.

			‘Over-friendly brother,’ I consoled myself.

			Of course, Victoria wasn’t single, she was way too nice for that. She didn’t even notice me as they drove off down the road together. And why would she?

			I thought I would avoid her when she came out of training. My best friend, Adam, pointed out that would probably be for the best as I was ‘too ugly and too weird with my tidy, neatness thing to have a chance’ and I needed to ‘grow up and realise’. (I will explain about the tidy thing later).

			Adam and I had been friends forever or maybe it just seemed like that). He was always the life and soul of the party; if I tell you his favourite film was ‘BIG’, you get the idea. His girlfriend, Lily, was quiet and mousey. She was studying to be a lawyer (probably so she could bail Adam out from all the stupid things he did), so she never came out, but he seemed to love her.

			But on this occasion, he was probably right. I had never thought of myself as having anything wrong with me, I just liked everything to be where it should be.

			

			

			‘Make a giant out of something small …’

			So, I lived with a girl, Emma. She was dark and pretty, and we did get on. For a while. But now things with her dictated that the less time I spent at home, the better.

			It was a Tuesday morning. I was in early to get the reports done in time. As I opened the office door, there were footsteps. It was Victoria. She looked fuming.

			She sat down and I stared at her, not sure what to say. I went to speak, but she glared at me.

			“I am not a morning person. You’ll learn. Anyway, I have loads to do.”

			I didn’t say anything.

			“I’d rather be in bed.”

			“Is that an invite?” In my head it was cheeky and charming, and she was going to run over and kiss me passionately.

			“Don’t flatter yourself.”

			Damn.

			After that, the least I could do was make her coffee.

			Now, it’s well known I make rubbish coffee.

			She didn’t know that, but at least it broke the ice.

			Not the coffee, that is.

			To be fair, she did soften a bit and talked a little. It started with her giving me the

			

			‘All men are dicks’ routine. I thought it best to sit there and listen as she told me her boyfriend’s idea of a good night was to get hammered before they went out, get into an argument whilst they were out, maybe a skirmish, then pass out when they got home.

			I thought I ought to impart pearls of wisdom.

			”Leave him.”

			“I did try once…”

			“And…”

			“And he waved a bottle of pills at me, telling me he would take them.”

			“So…”

			“So, I want to go, and I will. I just need to be brave.”

			I wanted to tell her not all men are the same, but thought I might sound like I was

			interviewing for the role of replacement.

			But that chat… that was the point. We had finally started talking. Properly. Like adults.

			She used to get into the office early, and we would have coffee together and talk. Even my coffee improved. We chatted about just general things, but she was always warm and funny.

			I found out she had moved here from somewhere I’d never heard of. She came down with an ex-boyfriend who dumped her a week later, and she had been here ever since. On her own, wanting to make a life for herself. She was too stubborn to go back and admit she had failed.

			A week or so later, she asked if I was coming out with everyone for a drink after work.

			Now, I never went out, but this was different. Any excuse to spend time with her.

			As the evening wore on and it was past my bedtime, I started to check my watch, and she noticed.

			

			“Why did you come if it’s boring?”

			I was tempted to say it was because she had big eyes and a beautiful smile, but instead I bottled it.

			“You made me…”

			“And I only did that ‘cos I feel sorry for you.”

			I smiled.

			“So…”

			She moved closer.

			“Are you single?”

			“Tough question.”

			I wanted to be honest.

			“There’s no one at home who’s bothered about me.”

			“I know that feeling. My boyfriend is probably off his face somewhere, laughing at something not funny.”

			He would find me an absolute riot as, according to Adam, I spend my whole life saying things that are not funny.

			But looking at us now, made me realise how intimidated I am by Hugh Grant.

			At some point during almost every romantic comedy, mainly with Hugh, the female lead has a problem, maybe suddenly tripping over something ludicrous like a leaf, and then the bumbling, sensitive type either whips around the corner just in the nick of time to save her or is clumsily pulled down along with her.

			That event predictably leads to the magical moment of their first kiss.

			For me, if I tried that, the only exchange of bodily fluids would be the blood pouring from a gaping wound and the only kiss would be her face on the pavement.

			

			

			Now and then when I see her face …

			You can plot relationships by the kisses. The first throes of passion – sloppy, desperate feasting on someone’s face or the warm and tender ‘good morning’ kisses. Even the ‘I’m sorry I upset you’ lingering cheek peck.

			But right here, right now, I was never going to have the balls to move things past the pathetic, nothing, air kiss stage.

			We sat at a table, in November, with a load of people, discussing shite. Adam wanted to bask in the glory of sorting out the Christmas party. Victoria asked what we were supposed to wear. There was silence until someone suggested ‘nothing’. I blushed but, as cool as you like, she looked at the guy who said it and smiled, “At least if you did it, there would be one extra chipolata on your plate.”

			Cue huge laughter. Adam smiled at me, and I knew she was amazing.

			It was Secret Santa at the party.

			Now, that was my idea.

			The presents would be given out on the night. I had already decided that fate needed a helping hand. Without even telling Adam, I made sure I ended up with Victoria’s name. I acted surprised, of course. If I had told him, he would only have said I was pathetic, and he was probably right.

			As I now wandered round the shop, I realised I was pathetic. I didn’t have a clue what to buy. Jewellery seemed inappropriate, underwear even more so.

			But then I remembered my friend’s little daughter loved a cartoon called the ‘Powerpuff Girls’. Genius. It was perfect. Humorous, but not insulting. It was ‘Bubbles’. Blonde hair, big, blue eyes, a little scatterbrained. It could not fail to work.

			I spent ages wrapping it, making sure the corners were perfect, and all the pieces of tape were the same length. I wrote on the outside with my right hand, which looked even less legible than my left. In fact, I worried people would think we had a new employee who was straight out of primary school.

			Then, when the office was empty, I left it in the box with the other presents. I tried to hide it a little bit as well.

			Shit, I was stressing over a bloody doll.

			Soon, it would go in the back of a van and to the hotel.

			As the pile of presents grew, so did the excitement. People would walk by and cast an eye over them to see if they could see their name.

			No one even pretended to work on the day of the party.

			And of course, Adam didn’t help.

			Every time I left my desk, my immature friend would move my things, turn my screen round or, one time, swap all the letters on my keyboard. I didn’t realise this until I had typed an epic long email to Head Office. Because I am a two-finger typist and need to look at the keys, imagine my horror when I looked at the screen and it looked like a monkey had been practising.

			Victoria had booked the day off. She told me she was going to London with her boyfriend. She promised she would be there but might be late.

			I acted all cool, like it didn’t matter.

			But it did.

			

			What if she was having such a good time that she decided to not come back? She was the main reason I was looking forward to the evening. Otherwise, it would mean me having to spend time watching Adam get drunk, and everyone else irritating the crap out of me.

			I left work early to get ready. I thought I ought to be there to greet everyone. Emma watched me getting ready for a while before locking herself in the bathroom. I could hear the shower running for ages, meaning I had to use the mirror in the hall.

			I rehearsed, in front of the mirror, how I was going to stand in reception to greet everyone. Having limited charm, small talk with people was a struggle. I was fine when it was about work, or football, but the boring day to day crap was too much for me. Oh, and I had to keep one eye on the door. I had hired a tuxedo for the evening. I had tried it on at work when I got it and one of the girls had commented I looked suave, whilst the only thing Emma had said was that I looked like a posh waiter.

			At least it was posh.

			For once, I felt pretty good.

			I got there early and shuffled around with my head down.

			Soon, the complimentary drink was over, most people were there, and it was time to go in for dinner. Still no sign of Victoria.

			I was midway through the melon when she walked in.

			Head-turning, gut-wrenchingly gorgeous. She was wearing a blue dress. It shimmered as she walked, clinging to her. Her hair was down, not tied back.

			She walked past my table and poked her tongue out at me. Even that made me blush. I must’ve looked a dick by checking behind me to make sure it was for me.

			She sat down where she was allocated (I didn’t have a say on that). It was a good distance away, but I could see her face.

			

			The girl sat opposite me was chatting away about her plans over Christmas, her boyfriend, the problems she had with her freezer. It seemed to become inaner, as each course of food arrived. And there were six of the bloody things.

			I am ashamed to admit I stopped listening. I was watching Victoria laughing and joking with the people on the table. She caught my eye at one point and smiled. I just blushed and missed my mouth with the water.

			After the meal, everyone filtered through to the bar and dancefloor, where the presents had been hurled in a pile, like suitcases on the conveyor belt at the airport. Everyone piled in, tearing at them like wild dogs, and soon the floor was covered in paper. I had a pair of cufflinks that looked more expensive than the limit that had been set. I couldn’t see Victoria, so decided to go to the bar and make small talk with my boss, who was down from Head Office.

			“Well … don’t you look like James Bond?” Victoria suddenly appeared next to me.

			“You don’t scrub up too bad yourself.”

			“Why, thank you, kind sir. I had an awful time even getting into the dress. It got stuck when I was trying to put it over my head. Eventually it looked like the damned thing was giving birth to me.”

			“Would you like a drink?”

			“Southern Comfort and lemonade, please.”

			“I didn’t think you were going to make it tonight.”

			“The traffic was mad. I had a row with my boyfriend on the way home, so he drove deliberately slowly to make me late.”

			“Oh … sorry. Cheers.”

			The drinks arrived. She looked at my orange juice.

			“Why don’t you drink? Are you on some hundred-step plan to get your next sober badge?”

			

			“No. I just like to know what I’m doing.”

			“Probably best for me I don’t.”

			Right, deep breath and say something nice: “I’m glad you made it.”

			“Me too. Anyway, what did you get as your Secret Santa gift?”

			“Cufflinks. They’re lovely. They must have been more expensive than the limit.”

			“A little bit.”

			I touched her arm and leaned in. As brave as I get.

			“You smell really nice.”

			“Thank you. And thank you for the Powerpuff.”

			“How did you know it was me?”

			“Women would’ve bought smellies. The men in the office are a bunch of cavemen. They would’ve gone to a sex shop. Or bought me a football.”

			Later, she would give it to a friend of hers who was in a hospice. We had gone to see him. He was so ill. He couldn’t talk due to disease, but his face lit up when he saw her. He hugged her and cried when he saw it. He mouthed to her that he loved her.

			He kept it by his bed until the morning he died.

			A song came on.

			“I love this tune. Do you want to dance?”

			“No. I don’t dance. I’m too cool to do that.” She looked doubtful. “Actually, I have two left feet.”

			“That must make buying shoes expensive. Well, will you look after my drink?”

			“Of course.” I watched her grab her friend and go to the dance floor. They were laughing and dancing. She just seemed to light up whatever space she was in.

			

			I turned around and carefully lined up the glasses on the bar.

			“Oi, strange boy. Why don’t you do something about it?” It was Adam. People just kept appearing out of nowhere.

			“Do something about what?”

			“Come off it. It’s bloody obvious you like her.”

			“We are both attached.”

			“Attached? Who talks like that anymore?” I didn’t say anything. “And anyway, yours is crap and can’t be mended. And for some bizarre reason, she seems keen.”

			“Really?”

			“I am as surprised as you are, my friend. The whole straight lines and tidy thing is odd, but you do have a job, and you can be a funny bloke.” He punched my arm. Really hard.

			“Obviously in a beat each other up, manly kind of way.”

			“Obviously.”

			He then grabbed my cheek. “A Christmas romance. Like a modern-day nativity. Except you’re not very wise and I am pretty sure the virgin thing is not there either.”

			“Funny.”

			“What harm can it do to at least find out?”

			“Maybe. But…”

			“But nothing, mate…”

			“She is small and perfect.”

			“Sometimes the smallest things occupy the most room in your thoughts.”

			“Bloody hell, that was deep.”

			“Winnie the Pooh, old buddy. It gets no deeper.”

			But Adam was right. Maybe tonight was a chance to see how things were. I knew it was wrong, but I needed to see. At least, to see if I felt something. We stood and watched for a bit. She kept looking over and smiling. But sometimes a smile is just a smile, nothing more. I didn’t want to make a complete twat of myself; in true ‘me’ fashion, I left Adam watching the drinks and went and chatted to my boss and his wife.

			Then a slow song came on.

			“Excuse me.” Victoria was next me, again, only this time so close I could feel her breath on my neck.

			“Would you like to use your two left feet to break some of my toes to a slow song?”

			I remember stammering. “I … I … yes.”

			She reached out and took my hand. Adam stood with Victoria’s friend, Anna, on the edge of the dance floor, like a pair of ‘Strictly’ judges, watching.

			Even in her heels she barely came up to my chest as we swayed, and she cuddled in.

			“Watch out for the makeup on the tux. It goes back tomorrow.”

			“What makeup? I’m naturally this orange.”

			Adam was now stood behind her. He was waving his arms, giving the thumbs up and puckering his lips telling me to kiss her. I found out later; Anna was stood behind me doing something similar.

			She pulled away slightly and looked at me. All big, blue eyes and lip gloss.

			“You don’t dance that badly. For someone with no rhythm.” She leaned in. “You know I want to kiss you, don’t you?” Victoria was a little drunk and this was clearly the alcohol talking.

			“Me too. But we can’t.”

			“Why not? That’s what people do at Christmas parties. Why break with the

			tradition of a million illicit Christmas kisses?”

			“Illicit. Not me. I can’t even spell it. You have a boyfriend, anyway.”

			“And you have a wife.”

			

			“Fiancée and that doesn’t work anymore. You can’t polish a turd.”

			“No, but you can roll it in glitter.”

			Profound.

			“Ok… so a comforting kiss will not hurt.”

			“I am a manager. And my boss is over there.”

			“Why? Does he want to kiss me too?”

			“Probably, with you looking like that. But now would not be the right time or place.” “I’ll get my calendar. Maybe we can agree a right time and place.”

			She was so close to my mouth. Her eyes sparkled and her lip quivered. I felt sick.

			Now would not be a good time to vomit. That would be even more life changing than kissing her. The alarm bells were screaming in my head. If I kissed her, I wouldn’t want to stop. Cue cowardice.

			“Would you like another drink?”

			“Love one.”

			I frog marched off the dancefloor with her tottering to keep up, and we wandered out into the hotel reception with the drinks and found a couple of big armchairs to sit in. She flopped down dramatically and took a deep breath.

			“I don’t really understand you, Mr Boss Man.”

			“Why?”

			She took a drink before answering.

			“Well, you know I like you, don’t you?”

			“I like you too.”

			“No, not in a back slapping, down the pub watching football kind of way.”

			“Oh!”

			“Does that mean, ‘OH, I would rather poke my eyes out than be anywhere near you’, or ‘OH, I can’t believe how lucky and flattered I am that it is from someone like you’?”

			

			“The latter.”

			I remember she closed her eyes slightly, trying to decide, in her slightly drunken state, whether that was the right answer.

			“Good. But you won’t kiss me.”

			“Not here. It’s not that I don’t want to. I just don’t want to be the object of office gossip.”

			“Do not piss on me and tell me it’s raining.”

			“I don’t know what that means, but I don’t think I am. Look, maybe we could go out one evening?”

			She leaned in and poked me in the chest. “That would be very good.” She giggled. “You see, that wasn’t that difficult now, was it?”

			I was all hot and bothered. Of course, it wasn’t difficult. She made it seem like this kind of thing was the most natural thing to do in the world.

			Early morning cups of terrible coffee and a few texts had not prepared me for this. When I looked round, people were starting to filter away.

			“How are you getting home?” I finished my water and looked at my watch. We had been talking for two hours.

			“I thought you would never ask.”

			“Are you at your boyfriend’s tonight?”

			“Meant to be.”

			“OK.” I tried to sound blasé and not too disappointed. “I’ll give you a lift.”

			She stood up, wobbled, and we walked out to the car together.

			All the way home, we sat in silence. Victoria just stared out the window, and I tried to think why I was taking her back to her boyfriend’s.

			“It’s just left here.” I pulled in at the side of the road. “Thank you for the lift.”

			“You’re welcome.”

			

			“I will see you on Monday.”

			“You will. Take care.”

			There was a pause. One of those ‘what do I do now?’ pauses. All I did was stare at her and go red.

			“I better go, then. Night.” She kissed me on the cheek and closed the door. I watched her totter through an alley, until she had gone.

			“What a dick. I only had to kiss her.” Banging my head on the steering wheel in shame, my evening was complete as my head set off the car horn and the noise resonated through the dark.

			I went down to the beach. I always went to the beach when I was stressed. The funny thing was I wasn’t even a great swimmer. I could swim, but I was never going to win anything, well, apart from my ten-metre certificate. It was just a good place to sit and think things through. I would watch the waves. It helped clear my head.

			When I got home, the house was in darkness. I had been in the spare room for a while, so turned on the TV and settled for a documentary about turtles.

			The next morning, Emma was even less communicative than normal. It was over a bowl of muesli she told me she didn’t want things to carry on like this, and we needed a proper split. I didn’t say anything, just chewed on my breakfast. It’s one thing to know there was no future, but quite another for it to finally be real.

			Emma had said it with no emotion. All those years of being together had come down to her finishing it over a bowl of birdseed. But indifference was the worst thing. I over-analysed everything of course, and, after she went to work, I stood in the kitchen. I cleaned the lightbulbs in the ceiling and put the cups in colour order, thinking things through. I wondered why things had changed so much and made us not love each other anymore.

			Maybe it was the soft furnishings?

			She was only concerned with cute or stylish dish cloths. I just thought you only buy them to put them in a drawer. A bit like having toilet paper with cute dogs on it.

			Pointless.

			Then we would go out, do the shopping, see some more and she would be eyeing them up – like a really crap addiction.

			Having fallen into silence, then grunting, then pseudo-politeness, things erupted again over the microwave.

			Because I didn’t wear a watch and my phone was in my pocket, I would always check the time on the microwave clock. But every time I would go into the kitchen on the way out and look, I could see the time was like, twenty-two seconds o’clock. The first couple of times I made a jokey comment that made her roll her eyes and grimace.

			“…and I don’t like that high-pitched sound when the microwave goes off. If I’ve cooked something, that extra few seconds doesn’t matter. If it’s in the microwave, it’s because I am hungry, not because I need to watch a countdown. And anyway, who uses the microwave to tell the time?”

			“Me.”

			Now, I get it. I am difficult. I can’t help it. I just like things … ordered.

			I went around and wiped all the sides and polished the outside of the kettle.

			Things that were once endearing now seemed frustrating.

			Then, I think the final straw was the lights.

			At bedtime, I don’t like complete darkness, but I don’t want to live in the middle of Piccadilly Circus either. So, kitchen lights? Hallway lights? Bedroom lights? No problem, you turn all of those off on auto pilot.

			But the bathroom light? Really? Never. It must be on. She was sat on the edge of the bed, giving me the look.

			

			This one night, we had been out. I thought a nice meal would be good. But we barely spoke.

			Her food, apparently, was lukewarm. So was the wine.

			And they were both warmer than the conversation.

			I felt her stare when I mentioned the lights. My quirkiness had become a cause for her contempt.

			But we had been happy, I was sure of that. We’d got engaged five years ago and had bought the flat soon after. It was perfect. The thing is that things changed when we got the keys. We closed the door and fell apart. Small things at first. She always seemed to want something decorated. Weekends, evenings, I just spent all my time trying to please her. But as a result, we spent months with no spare money, everything going in to make it even more beautiful. I thought If I painted things, everything would be fine. It had been exciting, swept along with the smell of fresh paint and carpet shampoo. Of waking up with someone every day. But the decorating was literally painting over the cracks.

			Neither of us had ever lived with anyone before and it seemed like the best thing ever. She seemed happy with the place and announced she thought it was finished in May. I remember being sat in the dining room having dinner at a grown-up table and chairs, the day after the over-priced, vertical blinds were hung.

			“We should set a date to get married.”

			“Good idea.”

			“What about next summer?”

			Her face lit up when she smiled. It had been the first thing I had noticed about her. How it made her eyes dance.

			“Then we can start trying for a baby straight away.”

			Now, this was something totally different. “But I thought we were going to wait…” “We have waited. We’ve put all our money into this place. Now it’s time to start filling it with children. We have worked so hard to make it perfect; it needs children.”

			What, knocking the paintwork and going to toilet on the carpets? Really? I was way too organised to cope with such life changing decisions on the spur of the moment. I wanted to plan. I needed a timescale and a Gantt chart to map it out. She must’ve seen that look on my face.

			“But you said…”

			“I said once we moved in, we would save... I meant a year or so later, not with the paint still wet.”

			And that comment was the first nail in the coffin. Emma said nothing. She just went out, without saying goodbye. But I knew this would not be an end to this. It would be a subject that was brought up again and again.

			But strangely, it wasn’t.

			She still spoke to me. We still did things together. But something had changed. She stopped getting me little ‘I love you’ presents. Slowly, sex dried up. When she kissed me, there wasn’t the same passion I had always loved about her. She was just going through the motions.

			The problem was, as I told my parents over lunch one wet Thursday, there was no middle ground. You either had children, or you didn’t. One of us would have to back down.

			But this time it wasn’t going to be me. It was too huge to agree to if I didn’t feel the time was right.

			I did know that none of this justified Victoria.

			Nothing happened, but I was scared. Victoria was young and beautiful. Maybe she just saw it as a flirtatious fling with an older man. Or it was simply the alcohol talking. Either way, she was way out of my league.

			Ten years ago, I might have had a chance, but that was a different me.

			

			Actually, ten years ago, I would have hidden in the toilet for four hours and then wore a bag on my head, so she didn’t see me. Not that I was now Yoda-like old, but she was from a different generation.

			What had happened was now, when I went to work, I looked forward to seeing her. As the days after the party rolled on, we went to lunch a couple of times and had the odd five minutes chatting before anyone else got into the office. Adam asked me if I’d made any effort to sort things out at home. I wasn’t sure what to say, so went for being mute.

			“Victoria?”

			“I took her home.”

			“Kissed her?”

			“Bashed my head on the car horn and made some noise.”

			“Wow! Good work. Not all heroes wear capes, do they?”

			I started to gush and make excuses. He just shook his head at me.

			“Again. Too young and too pretty, mate.”

			It was a week or so later. I had come in early. Victoria was next in. She smiled at me and sat down. I came over with coffee and sat next to her. This was it.

			I had been deciding what to say for ages, but it always sounded pathetic, so best to just blurt it out with no introduction: “Why don’t we go out one evening?”

			“Good morning to you too. And yes, I’d like that.” Her face lit up.

			We arranged all the details at lunch. I saw her sat on the wall outside the office, looking at her phone.

			“Hey.”

			“Hello.”

			“When shall we go out?”

			“Bloody hell. I am loving the direct approach.”

			“What about tonight?” See, I can do spontaneous.

			

			“Are you free, then?”

			“Well, I will cancel my dinner date with a takeaway meal for one. So, I guess I’m good to go.”

			“Smart arse.”

			“Thanks for noticing.”

			“Shall I pick you up about eight?”

			“I’ll be ready.”

			

			

			Until that first hello, until that first smile

			The rest of the day just dragged by. It was a concept I had never really understood before. Until now. A phrase that seemed a little too Famous Five. Only used when they were packing torches in the morning, before going on an adventure later.

			Maybe this would be one of those kinds of evenings.

			When I did get home, the place was empty. Emma always seemed to be out. Of course, there was part of me that wished things could go back to the way they were. No, that’s not true.

			I didn’t want the same again, I was just so scared of change. I sat there in the dark, knowing our time had passed. Occupying the same space and not liking each other was horrible. I did wish we could be friends. We had been in each other’s lives for so long and I did care.

			I opened the wardrobe and wondered what to wear. I hadn’t been on a proper date for years. We’d agreed to go to the next town along and have a meal. It was far enough away we wouldn’t bump into anyone we knew. But close enough that if I irritated her, I could bring her back easily. It meant I could be myself, though that may be the last thing I should do.

			Now, I thought about it, being someone different might be better. What if I looked middle-aged and couldn’t sustain an entire evening of witty banter?

			

			I was nearly on time, and she was already waiting for me. She was in jeans and a low-cut top. Her hair was down, makeup perfect.

			“Good evening.” She got into the car and kissed me on the cheek. “How are you?”

			“Nervous.” The word had escaped, and I couldn’t take it back. What if she thought I was pathetic?

			“There’s no need to be. I don’t bite.”

			“You might as well get out now, then.”

			And then we both relaxed. We talked all the way there. About work, parents, anything really. She was hugely entertaining, telling stories and making everything seem larger than life, even though some seemed exaggerated.

			We parked near the quay and walked through to a tiny fish restaurant. It’s the little things I came to remember, like putting my hand gently on her back as I let her in first. We were shown to a table that looked out onto the water, and we could see the evening boats coming in.

			The food was lovely, and Victoria spent the whole time making me laugh.

			There was always something. She even turned things that were mundane into pure entertainment. She talked about the people at work, her family, and her time at college. I just sat and listened, laughed and was totally enthralled.

			“What are you going to have?” The menu seemed huge.

			“Nothing too fishy.”

			“Glad I picked here, then.”

			“But something very chippy.”

			We ordered and she began telling me more stories. As she did, I realised she was able to cope with anything. She just adjusted and moved on. She was determined to enjoy life and part of that was to make sure there was always something going on.

			

			We finished the meal, and I insisted on paying. She tried to argue but relented and squeezed my hand.

			She stopped as we left. “Let’s not go yet. Can we spend more time together?” Next door to the restaurant was a bar. It was busy, so we had to wait to be served. To talk, we had to lean in close to each other. Whenever I said anything, she was so close I could smell her hair. A little creepy, I know, but it was perfect.

			We had been in there a while, and the people started to filter away.

			“It’s getting late. We should make a move.”

			She nodded and we left. As we walked back, Victoria held my hand.

			“I’ve had a really good night.”

			“Me too.”

			She put her hand on my knee in the car and whispered, “Don’t take me home yet. I’ve not had enough of you.” I knew I would be tired the next day, but at that moment, I didn’t care.

			“Right … where to?”

			I had no idea; it was dark. We drove for a while. I swung into a car park, near where I sometimes played football. I pulled into the darkest corner and put the handbrake on.

			I left the radio on as I worried it was going to be awkward with no background noise. Then I struggled to get my seat belt off.

			I needed to show my manners. “Thank you for coming out with me.”

			“Thank you for inviting me.”

			This was the point of no return. A moment of hesitation. She smiled at me as I leaned in. I kissed her lightly on the lips and watched as she closed her eyes and pressed her lips back. They were so soft. I closed my eyes and sighed. This was so much better than an air kiss.

			

			We seemed to stay like that forever and I put my hand on the back of her head. She moved closer.

			Now, I didn’t want this to be like a half-arsed attempt at ‘Fifty Shades of Grey’, but luckily the car gave me a reality check. The perils of a gear stick came into play and that was pretty much that. However, even the kiss was more than I could ever have imagined.

			I ran my finger up the tattoo that snaked down her spine and kissed her neck.

			We didn’t talk all the way home, but this time it didn’t seem to matter. It wasn’t awkward. She rested her head on my shoulder. As I pulled in, she waited until I stopped and then kissed me.

			“I had a great evening. Thank you.”

			“Will I see you again?”

			“Tomorrow at work?”

			“Oh, OK…”

			She laughed and touched my face. “I’m joking. Of course, I want to see you again. I can’t wait.”

			I watched her go in and close the door behind her - this time, it was her own place. When I got home, I lay there going over every part of the evening, re-enacting it. Maybe she was just drunk, and it was nothing more than an almost one-night stand. But that was unfair on her. She didn’t seem like that kind of person. As I lay there, my phone vibrated. It was a text from Victoria. ‘Thank you so much for this evening. I wish you were here now. See you tomorrow. x’

			When I woke the next morning, the first thing I thought about was the night before. I had slept like a log, better than I had for ages. But as I was getting ready, in the cold light of day, I convinced myself she would realise her mistake, and we would just avoid each other.

			“Good morning.” Victoria was sat on the wall outside the office. She was dressed in a black skirt and white top. Her hair was up. I looked like crap, and she looked fresh as a daisy.

			

			What a cow.

			“What are you doing here?”

			“Now, that’s no way to greet the girl you spent the evening with. I came to see you. And I work here. Let me guess, you thought I was going to avoid you or just give you awkward looks all day.”

			I couldn’t look her in the eye.

			“That’s why I am here already. I had a really good time. I don’t want it to just be a one-night thing.”

			She got up and put her arms round me and kissed me. Thank God it was so early and there was no one there.

			“Proof enough?”

			“Maybe.”

			She took my hand. “Right, then, I have an idea.”

			“What are you doing?”

			“Come on.”

			My hand was shaking as I tried to open the door. She had to take the key off me and help. She followed me up the stairs. We didn’t talk and I followed her like a puppy.

			“What are we doing?”

			She said nothing, just took me into the interview room at the back. “Have sex with me.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“We have ages. A big, empty room. You make me horny and…” She started to kiss my neck and whispered, “Please don’t say no, or I am going to look like a complete slut.”

			This was not a time to bottle it. I was from the old school of lovemaking where a breast took half an hour and a thigh, a morning. However, if I followed that logic through, I would just about be able to shake her hand. So now I had to get on with it. There was a thrill to it: I thought this stuff only happened in porn movies, but her wonderful spontaneity would mean I could never look on an interview the same again, especially thinking the top had been polished by her bum cheeks.

			I had just about straightened my tie and checked my zip before everyone else arrived.

			It was about eleven o’clock. Victoria and the rest of her team had a meeting to go to. As she stood up to go, the cables under her desk got caught on her foot, her foot pulled at them and pulled the phone from the wall. It landed with a load of noise, exploded into a dozen pieces, bits flying everywhere. An awkward moment ensued; our eyes met, and she smiled.

			She mouthed an apology and scurried to the scene of our earlier debauchery, leaving me to sort the broken equipment.

			There was an email waiting for me when I came back from lunch. ‘I am so sorry. I’m blonde and have never worked in an office before. I am so embarrassed.’

			My e-mail back was simple. ‘What? More embarrassed than your legs up in the air this morning? I find that hard to believe.’

			I then got a text, just before my conference call in the meeting room. Thankfully the non-bum polished one.

			‘You have a sexy arse.’ I could feel my face redden.

			The call seemed to go on forever and when I came out, Victoria, along with everyone else, had gone. I shut down and left. On my way home, my phone rang.

			“Hey.”

			“Hello, sexy man.”

			“Hello. Who is this?”

			“Shut up. What are your plans for this evening?”

			“I’m playing football.”

			“At your age? You should be careful. Sorry about being so unprofessional and then really stupid today.”

			“You should be. In fact, I may have to discipline you.”

			

			“I’ll bring the cuffs. Anyway, I rang you for a reason.”

			“OK…”

			“What do I need to do to get you to ask me out again. Properly? I like you. You

			seem to feel the same.”

			I wasn’t sure what to say for a moment.

			“Victoria?”

			“I think we should go with this, whatever this is and see what happens…”

			“Victoria?”

			“Yes?”

			“I think it’s a great idea.”

			“Really?”

			“Really.”

			“Have fun chasing a ball and kicking it through two sticks. Hope you score lots of goals.”

			“I’m the goalkeeper.”

			“I don’t care. It’s just a game.”

			“You’re dumped.”

			“Already?”

			“See you tomorrow.”

			We saw each other three or four times during the week with no one knowing, and then it was round to the weekend. It was football time again and she asked if she could come along and watch. You know, this filled me with utter dread. Imagine I fall over and concede a stupid goal, and she is there watching.

			I was really stressed about performing for this young, nubile woman without her laughing at me. But I couldn’t show weakness, so I smiled and agreed.

			I played and ran the team. They were rubbish, but marginally better than the previous season. I even got them to practice. And managed to stop some of them having an entire can of beer and a cigarette at half time. Now at least, the beer was replaced with water. And it was only half a cigarette.

			A fair few of the wives and girlfriends turned up. In Victoria’s words, they all looked like trailer trash. Hair combed back, leggings and jumpers. They wore no makeup. Victoria turned up in jeans, a smart top and a Cossack hat. And, in case there was any sign of sun, glasses too. I did point out a boggy field on a cold Sunday morning was not Cannes, but she just ignored me.

			She came to one match and said nothing, just looked bored, but that all changed the next time. I wasn’t playing. After she’d called the referee’s parentage into question, he came over to us. “Look, mate, keep your girlfriend in check or I will send her off.”

			“She can talk and look after herself...”

			I was most happy he’d described her as my girlfriend.

			Victoria took a step toward the referee. “You can talk to me direct. Are you scared of a woman who knows the rules?”

			I could only smile awkwardly and shrug. The referee walked away and resumed the game. I was also staggered. “Do you really know the rules?”

			“Not really. Football’s crap and nothing makes any sense, but he doesn’t know that…”

			“Behave…”

			“What? I’m right. He hasn’t given your team any of the kicks and that man stood in their goal is not letting any of your shots in.”

			“I know.”

			Victoria was five feet tall with an eight-feet personality, I was touched she cared enough to insult a referee, and I found it quite sexy. Like Lara Croft in football boots.

			As time went on, it was becoming harder to hide the fact the two of us were seeing each other and I was becoming less inclined to do so, but there were certain things I had to tell her before we embarked on ‘together’. I needed to be honest and not do my usual head burying. I rehearsed what I was going to say, and it all sounded lame. So, I asked Adam to pretend to be Victoria, and I went over it with him.

			He rolled his eyes and looked stony faced. When I finished, he was silent.

			“What do you think?”

			“You sound like a pussy.”

			Great. The other thing was I had no clue when the right time to do it would be. There were far too many ‘not-sures’ for my liking.

			I ended up telling her all about my home life one Saturday afternoon when we bumped into each other and agreed to go for coffee. Regardless of the outcome, at least she would know. She didn’t say a lot. She listened and nodded in all the right places. When I’d finished downloading, I worried I had said too much.

			But us there, together, now, made me realise she was not like that. In fact, as with most things, she behaved in the opposite way to most people. The fact I had told her seemed to be enough.

			She smiled when I finished.

			“It’s OK. I am always here for you.”

			“Thanks for being a friend.”

			“Or more.” She touched my hand.

			I kissed her on the cheek. She was soft and warm, and I didn’t want to go.

			I told her that.

			“Don’t, then,” she said. It was as I sat opposite her now, I realised how much time I had started to spend thinking about her.

			“I have to.”

			“I know.”

			The texts increased that weekend. They were flirtier now, almost intimate.

			

			Emma worked weekends, so I spent time sending Victoria texts. We had been messaging for most of the afternoon when I asked where Marcus was. She told me he was stoned and passed out on the sofa.

			I told her she deserved better. She didn’t reply for ages, and I thought I had offended her. When she did reply, she simply said, “I do and I’m working on it.”

			Now, although our splitting up seemed fine in theory, the reality was a little different. Emma didn’t make things easy. Every time she got the idea I was going to finish things, she would come up with a new reason for me to stay. It seemed like she wanted to make things painful and drawn-out. So, I carried on in the spare room, which was fine. We did our own shopping and had it in separate cupboards. We now spent no time together. But Emma would use all kinds of reasons - from money worries to just waiting for the market to be right to sell - for me to still be around.

			It was always something.

			After a while, even Victoria started to get frustrated with my lack of activity.

			We met for a drink after work.

			“She is stringing you along.”

			“No... I don’t think she would do that.”

			“Just leave her. Let her stand on her own two feet.”

			“OK. I will.”

			But I was still slow to do it. I did want to, it wasn’t that. I was just scared. Why did things have to change? In the end, Victoria rang me late one Saturday evening.

			“I can’t go on like this,” she said. “It’s either her or me. Simple as that. I have finished with Marcus because he was a dick, and I was unhappy. And I thought you were unhappy enough to do the same.”

			She put the phone down on me and turned it off for the rest of the weekend.

			

			You can rest your mind; I’ll be lovin’ you …

			To be fair, it was probably the kick I needed. I paid the deposit on somewhere else and started to make plans. The flat was small, but just around the corner from the office. I had seen the ad in a shop window. It would do for the time being. When I finally got hold of her, Victoria was pleased. But she never let me forget how long it took. Every argument from that point on would mean she would remind me of the fact.

			Emma came home and found me beginning to box things up.

			She stared at me for a while.

			“Where are you going?”

			“You and I don’t work. It’s not fair on either of us. I’m not going far away.”

			“But what about this place?”

			“You know you can manage. You can get a lodger. It’s big enough. What about that mate of yours? The one who looks like a circus?”

			She had makeup like a clown and earrings the size of trapeze hoops.

			Emma said nothing. I went upstairs and continued to pack. When I came down, she was gone. She hadn’t even said goodbye.

			I guessed she had gone out to avoid me. Maybe she hated me. Maybe it was to stop any more awkwardness.

			I rang Adam and he came around with his neighbour’s van to help.

			

			I told Mum and Dad. They didn’t say a lot. They made me tea. So, I moved some of my things into my old room. I didn’t really need to keep it all, but getting rid of too much seemed like a step too far.

			It took me the rest of the day to get everything in. When it was done, I spent a little time wandering around our perfect house, looking into the rooms without my stuff, thinking about how all this was scary.

			I just hoped I was doing the right thing. After all, Emma and I had been happy. Once.

			And I wanted to be happy again. Jaw achingly happy like a Disney film. But right now, I felt like I had let Emma down.

			And everything, at the moment, scared me.

			I knew I wouldn’t smell Emma’s perfume again. Or one of her incredible cakes she would leave on the side in the kitchen. (I know that sounds a bit ‘Little House on the Prairie’, but I would eat them until I felt sick.) I was never going to really know whether I was doing the right thing. I wished there was a way of knowing if Emma and I could’ve been truly happy.

			I put my key in an envelope, with a card and a message for Emma. Not a long, sentiment-filled rambling, but a note telling her I was sorry and how I wished things could’ve been different. I put the envelope down and made sure it was perfectly square with the edge of the kitchen top. Then I went through the cupboards and made sure all the tins were grouped together so she would know what she was running out of.

			It was the right thing to do. I didn’t want to sneak around behind Emma’s back or string Victoria along. That wasn’t fair and I owed them both more than that.

			By the time it was looking tidy, it was dark. Adam offered to stay, but I wasn’t in the mood. I just needed some time on my own. I made sure everything was perfect, turned on the TV, and suddenly felt crap.

			I sat there, in the dark. And now I didn’t want to be on my own. Like the flat, I felt so empty.

			Victoria was out with her new work friends, so I went to bed early. I couldn’t sleep, just lying there, looking at the shadows on the wall, as I did when I was a child.

			I wasn’t very good company. I was even annoying myself.

			About midnight, I had a message come through from Victoria saying she was missing me. I hoped so. I got another one about two o’clock to say she was home and that she had had a good night.

			Hopefully, not too good.

			The two of us were opposites. Me six feet tall, dark hair with hazel eyes. Quiet and awkward.

			She told me she liked the strong silent type, but that my eyes were not a proper colour.

			I didn’t drink, didn’t smoke. There’s the start of lines round the eyes. And a few flecks of grey at the side. Victoria helpfully suggested it was turning into my ‘go faster stripe’.

			And there she was. All tiny, with perfect hair and the biggest and bluest eyes. She had perfect teeth, helped by braces when she was younger. She still had the support in the back of them.

			She was outgoing and loved to be the centre of attention. For me, I needed routine and order.

			That was real happiness.

			So, moving into a flat on my own gave me a chance to have a complete clear out and get rid of a lot of the things I had accumulated. Both materially and emotionally. The material stuff I could shift at car boot sales.

			I used to do them the year before when we were doing up the flat and my dad would come along to help.

			

			Maybe I could ask Victoria to join me now? Or not. She had already told me she was not a morning person and a six o’clock start at a weekend was not going to be ‘sparkle time.’ But she agreed and we did one. It was cold and barely light. She glared at me when I picked her up. I thought over-the-top happiness was needed.
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