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      “Open the goddamned door!”

      Impatiently, I bang my fist against the door for the umpteenth time, pounding hard on the cream-colored wood. Nothing. Not even one footstep or small sound coming from inside, proving that there’s life behind the closed front door. What the hell is going on?

      My foot impatiently kicks away a few pebbles lying on the sidewalk while I angrily dig up my cellphone and call Kai. He doesn’t answer his phone. This is taking too long. Usually he answers any and all calls immediately. I don’t bother leaving a voicemail and walk around the back, getting more irritated by the second.

      I open the unlocked gate, head for the yard and stroll in large strides across the lawn, where two small soccer goals are placed strategically on the grass, facing each other. In the lower part of the huge yard further in the back is a gigantic Jacuzzi, ready for us to use. I can’t help but grin as I remember all the things we’ve done in there. Let’s say we’ve spent some steamy and relaxing hours in there, with the scores of girls my friends and I shared. I’m sure I don’t need to paint you the picture of our good times in the water.

      The back door is locked; the sliding terrace door is shut tight too, of course. Basically, I still can’t get in. When I peek through the glass, there’s no one in sight. The last option is the smaller pantry door facing the yard, but unfortunately I’m caught out there too. That door is as firmly locked as the others.

      Again I grab my cell. Liam’s odd voicemail message tells me he’s doing a whole bunch of other things I don’t really want to know about. After him, I try to reach Collin. Again, no luck: he isn’t answering either.

      Nice bunch of friends I got, I think sourly. They knew I was supposed to move in today. All three of them have abandoned me, I conclude. What a bunch of useless idiots.

      Leaning against the pick-up truck that I borrowed from Kai for my move here, I figure out I need to track down my new house key. Only problem is, I have no idea where I put it. In the end, I find it, stuck in a small pile of clothes thrown carelessly onto the passenger seat. Relieved I can finally get in, I slide the key into the lock and turn it, entering an empty hallway.

      “Hello?” I call out, realizing immediately that there’s nobody here. If those so-called friends of mine had been here, they could have helped unload my stuff. But no, they left me to my own devices.

      Where the hell are they?

      I walk back and forth a couple of times, carrying my scanty belongings from Kai’s pick-up truck and bringing them into the house I’m going to live in. After ten minutes or so, all I own in life is there, in the hallway. It’s not much, but enough to get by on.

      In the living room, I sigh deeply as I sit down on one of the huge, black sofas. Not because I’m tired of carrying stuff into the house, but because there’s junk all over the place. The living room table is stacked with empty beer bottles, remote controls, a huge pile of old and new magazines, and an open half-empty box of condoms. Typical, I think sourly.

      The kitchen hasn’t been cleaned either: the counter is loaded with empty beer cans, pizza boxes and other smelly stuff I don’t care to think about too much right now. This place is one big mess. I knew what I was getting myself into and I’m not really the type that cleans up all the time either, but this is just way too much.

      Sudden sounds behind me make me turn around. Roars, laughter and the smug faces of my friends, who throw a surprise bucket of confetti over me, is the last thing I’d expected right now.

      “Dex! Welcome to house WWW!” Kai blows more confetti into my face. The asshat actually pulls back my pants and shoves some tiny slivers of paper into my boxer shorts. I can feel them slide down my butt crack and inwardly pray for them not to find their way into my ass. I can’t get away; Collin grabs me from behind as soon as I try to flee the scene.

      “Get lost, man,” I grunt.

      With all the power that I have in me, I try to pull myself loose, but Collin is a lot stronger and holds me back. That dude could easily keep two men at bay at the same time if push ever came to shove. He’s a goalkeeper: strongly-built and firm. His hands are huge, as is his physique. There’s no escape possible from him.

      Liam blows a party whistle, almost deafening me since he’s standing so close. I’m actually surprised he’s not wearing the matching hat that goes with it. After a couple of minutes, the fun is over and the three of them collapse onto the other couch almost simultaneously, exhausted - or so it seems - by my arrival.

      “Fun times.” Liam props his legs up onto the cluttered living room table and pushes all the soccer magazines onto the floor carelessly. The rest of the mess doesn’t seem to bother him. “Right back at ya, Sanders. You didn’t think we’d help you move that crap of yours into the house, did you?” he smirks.

      I remove the confetti from my clothes, stopping myself from sliding a finger down my crack to fish the last parts out. “I’ll remember this next time you need my help, Mansell,” I grunt.  Piece by piece I throw all the confetti onto the floor, since the room needs to be urgently vacuumed anyway. “You guys were seriously hiding upstairs like little kids? How childish,” I smirk. “I thought I’d receive another kind of welcome, to be honest.”

      A pillow is thrown against me. I catch the black-and-white checkered fluffy thing with one hand and shove it underneath my arm, as if I want to hold on tight and never let go.

      “We’ll be throwing you a decent and official housewarming party, Dex,” Kai says, waggling his eyebrows. “We have girls lined up for you and everything. Nicky will be there and she’ll bring a lot of her horny girlfriends. You’ll get what you rightfully deserve.”

      Nicky’s name conjures a broad smile onto my face. That girl’s never too shy to go down on me, no matter when or where. Which is mutual. We fuck without any strings attached; it’s always been like that.

      “Can’t wait,” comes my genuine response, with me already salivating at the thought of a skillful blow-job.

      “You look like you could do with a beer.” Kai - who works at Williams ICT Consultancy, his father’s company - gets up and heads towards the kitchen. He’s been my best friend ever since I picked the seat next to him on my first day in preschool. Our friendship started simple and easy, and it has always stayed that way. He was born and raised in the spacious duplex we are sitting in right now. His parents moved out recently and he’s now renting the house from them.

      Liam has lived here for barely two weeks and Collin will be next, once the attic has been renovated and prepped for him. Liam and Collin are college students and play soccer in the same local team as I do, nicknamed WWW. The three letters stand for: We Will Win. I haven’t come up with this name, by the way; it’s been like this for ages. Let’s say that the person who invented it must have been pretty ambitious.

      I work for a demolition company. Not because I wanted to, but because I needed to earn my keep. I couldn’t afford to go to college, since my family didn’t have the money for it. Work was the only option for me and I’ve gotten used to it. Kai opens four cans of beer and hands them out. I slug mine down at once.

      “You’re up to run errands for your first meal with us,” Kai says. He flops onto the couch next to me and wraps one arm around my shoulder. “But first,  you’re obligated to drink a couple more beers with the boys.”

      I check the state of my bank account on my cell. It’s pretty much empty, just like my stomach. Hopefully I’ll get my pay check one of these days. I’m always broke, a bad habit that I just can’t seem to shake off.
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      I put up the collar of my black leather jacket as I leave the house, in order to protect my neck from the cold. It’s the beginning of December, meaning the temperature will drop from here on in. It’s getting colder by the day.

      I pull the hoodie of my sweater over my head; my hands are stuffed inside my pockets. I walk past the huge fountain in the middle of the plaza, with several shops surrounding it. This is where I need to pick up groceries for dinner.

      I never, ever go to supermarkets. My mom or little sister were the cooks in our little household. Now that I’ve left Mom’s house, I need to start taking care of myself, which I remind myself of as I head inside with my heart in my shoes. I don’t really like places like these; I wouldn’t even know where to begin.

      Pushing a shopping cart in front of me, I make my way past the shelves, unsure of what we should have for dinner. I decide on the fly to go for a simple macaroni and chicken breast, adding some sauce or something. What was it that Kai’s mom always added to her meals? Pesso, peso, pesto … Yeah, that’s it: Pesto! I’ve always liked that flavor quite a lot. Conclusion: I need to find a jar of pesto on top of the other stuff I need to buy.

      I walk past the cookies, tea and coffee shelves in a hurry, as there’s no need for any of those. When I turn around the corner into the next aisle, I bump into an empty cart, which immediately bumps into someone else. That person turns her head towards me while reaching for a pack of macaroni, which is exactly what I need too.

      My gaze catches two fierce, blue eyes and within one second I realize that I want her too. A huge wave of long blonde hair cascades down on either side of a very delicate face. It feels to me as if time itself is coming to a stop.

      “You’re going against traffic,” the girl says with a big smile on her face. I run my hand through my hair after I remove my hoodie.

      “I’m not driving a car, am I?” I ask, surprised. Suddenly it becomes a lot hotter in here.

      “Just stay on the right when pushing your cart. Didn’t you get the supermarket roadmap at the entrance?” The corners of the blonde’s mouth slowly curl up.

      I’m confused. Do I have to go back to the aisle I just came from? Is there something like a supermarket map that defines the route in this place? Are people really bound to unwritten rules? Her smile broadens at my confusion. Pushing her cart forward, the blonde passes me by, leaving me standing there. I look over my shoulder at once; she does the same.

      Surprised by this unexpected encounter, I briefly shake my head and reach for the same pack of macaroni she took earlier, trying not to think about her anymore. Which I utterly fail to do. Some time later, there are fresh vegetables, eggs and two large chicken fillets in my shopping cart, as well as a jar of pesto. After paying at the checkout, I put the groceries in a large, firm bag Kai gave me before I walked out the door.

      I’d looked at the hideous, yellow thing with an expression of disgust. Kai had held it by the handle as he gave it to me, while offering three twenty-dollar bills at the same time. “Knowing you …” He shook his head in amusement. “Even ten cents is too expensive to waste on a plastic bag to put your groceries in. You do realize you’ll need too much to carry in one haul, right?”

      He’s right: I’m quite careful about how I spend my money. Squandering money isn’t my thing. I can’t afford splurging either, as I barely have a dime in my bank account anyway. With the bulging, yellow monstrosity in my hand, I leave the supermarket and immediately bump into her again.

      Blue Eyes.

      She’s sitting on the edge of the fountain, her head leaning forward. For a moment, I believe she’s throwing up. When I stare down at her hands instead of her face, I can tell she’s holding a camera. It’s impossible to ignore this beauty, I think. I gaze at her in awe as I walk past. She notices me, too.

      That smile of hers will stay with me forever, I swear.
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      After dinner, which I prepared haphazardly with a lot of help from our in-house chef Liam, Collin helps me take my stuff upstairs. I stash everything away myself in the furnished room and then call Kai’s mother to thank her for the new, double bed and the huge closet that has just the right amount of space for all my things. She’s a sweet woman, who has helped me financially and emotionally during my teenage years. With her by my side, everything always felt better somehow. I know this place by heart, thanks to Kai and his fantastic mom.

      The house has a large, modern open-plan kitchen with all possible appliances and utensils you  can think of. In the smaller pantry, there’s a washer, dryer and an extra fridge that contains water, sodas and of course: loads of beer. At least, that’s what I noticed earlier this week as I was taking a quick tour around the house.

      On the first floor, there are three large bedrooms and a bathroom with toilet. The attic is being renovated and Collin can move into Kai’s room once it’s done, because Kai will move one floor up and occupy the largest space of the house.

      After taking a shower and putting on a clean shirt and jeans, I bang around on my guitar in my room. I jot down the lyrics and melodies that come up while I’m jamming on a piece of paper. A new song is composed in no time.

      “Sanders, your party has already started!” Liam peers into my room through the half-open door. “We thought you were still getting comfortable.” He pulls me off the bed. “Come on, Dex. The ladies are already lining up for you.”

      Downstairs, I am immediately jumped by my soccer teammates. The house is huge, and it’s packed with people; familiar and unfamiliar faces of guys and girls. Loads of girls. Suddenly, Liam lifts me up, assisted by a very strong Collin. Kai stands before me, smiling broadly. Then he starts to address the crowd.

      “Everyone! I’m pleased to welcome Dex in Casa “We Want Women’!” There’s clapping and cheering all over. “Since we have a new roommate as of today, we need to celebrate this in style, of course.” With a bottle of beer in his hand, Kai turns around to see if everyone’s paying attention. “A toast to our WWW top scorer and now …”

      A loud and resounding “We Want Women!” is shouted by at least fifty men and women, followed by: “We Will Win! Dex will win us the cup!”

      I’m not doing this alone, mind you. Soccer is a team sport, but as a center forward, it’s your job to get the ball where it belongs: in the opponent’s goal. Truth be told and I don’t mean to brag here: I am top scorer of the current competition. Over the past seasons, it was pretty much always like that.

      Liam and Collin put me down. The next hour I’m shaking hands and kissing people like crazy. Everyone claps me on the shoulders; many female lips touch the corners of my mouth briefly but hotly. I just let it happen, while enjoying some cold beers in between chats. Nicky walks over after everyone has congratulated me. She’s wearing a tight, short skirt that makes her ass look even hotter. The sleeveless top with tiger print is tight around her breasts and is cut out so deeply, I’m surprised her tits don’t just spill out all the time.

      “Hey, hot stuff.” She kisses me with her lips parted. Nicky is easy; Nicky is eager. I respond to the kiss, keep her by my side for the rest of the evening and enjoy my new life here, at WWW.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The next morning, I wake up after a few hours of sleep. The alcohol-induced headache isn’t all too bad, but I still manage to feel like crap. Kai is sitting at the dining room table with three girls. Yesterday they were also at the welcoming party, I vaguely remember. Yapping like crazy, they’re devouring their breakfasts without paying attention to me.

      “Morning,” I grunt. The strong content of the pot of hot coffee will hopefully be able to rouse my barely-alive brain. I hope.

      “Morning, Dex. If you want some coffee, you’ll have to get it yourself.” Kai smiles, obviously in a pretty good mood today. Usually his mood sucks, this hour of the day. The girls just giggle. I pull the basket with dark brown bread towards me and slather butter on three slices, followed by thick blobs of jelly.

      “How is it possible you slept alone in your new bed?” Kai asks, winking at the girls. “Wasn’t Nicky allowed to spend the night?”

      “I fuck girls anywhere and everywhere. Sleeping, I do alone.” I slug down a cup of coffee before biting into my first slice of bread. “Nobody spends the night in my bed.”

      “Not even me? I’m not allowed to sleep in your bed either?” The hot chick sitting next to me puts her hand on my upper leg. I look at her over my coffee cup. Long, blonde hair spills down her chest, clad in a red, tight tank top. Her nipples are staring at me through the thin fabric. No bra, of course, and her long legs are bare - no pants or skirt. When I look down, I can see a hint of a red thong. Eager, willing and ready to go.

      “Not even you,” I state. Her friends giggle at my rejection, but I’m not finished yet. “You can use and abuse me in all sorts of ways, but you’re going to have to sleep alone after that.”

      “Oh, in that case …” She comes closer and whispers in my ear, after sucking my earlobe, “we can take a shower together.”

      “Maybe.” I press a chaste kiss to her cheek and finish my breakfast.

      Ten minutes later, as we stand together in the shower, the girl wastes no time helping me get rid of my morning wood. Kneeling before me, she takes my erect dick deep into her willing mouth. She’s not holding back in her efforts to get me off. While my hands dig into her blonde hair, I’m thinking about someone else completely, however.

      It doesn’t take much to reach my high this morning. With my thoughts wandering off to Blue Eyes, I fuck into the blonde’s lips fast and eagerly. I moan as I chase my release, until cum splatters between her lips and she swallows it all.
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      In the afternoon, the boys and I head out to play a friendly match against the youth team. The younger boys – and some girls – have to play WWW’s best team. The kids are split up in small groups and play the best soccer they have in them. They cheer when Collin can’t stop their balls, or when I miss their goal on purpose.

      The kids do their best and run as if their lives depend on it. As agreed among our team members, we let the groups win, which is rewarded with a lot of cheers. Afterwards, we hand out presents, which is what we usually do after a friendly.

      My little brothers Sean and Sam also play soccer and are happy with the gifts they get. While drinking sodas and tucking into bags of chips, the kids are enjoying a wonderful afternoon. We decorate the cafeteria together. A few of the younger kids break some of the Christmas balls with their small fists in their eagerness to help. We’re preparing the cafeteria for Santa’s arrival, we tell them.

      “We’re heading out to get a Christmas tree, Dex.” Kai is on a small ladder, throwing a string of Christmas lights over one of the cafeteria signs. “Mom has left some Christmas decoration in the attic for us to use.”

      My brothers look at me sadly. They’re having a great time, but I know exactly what they’re thinking right now.

      “Can we get one for my mom too?” I ask, thinking back to the Christmas periods of all the past years. With only a small, ratty little tree and homemade presents, we loved Christmas time at home, but it still never felt like anywhere else. I nod in Sam and Sean’s direction. “Even if it’s only a small one?” I add quietly.

      Kai looks down at me from his ladder. “Of course, Sanders, we’ll fix that. We can fit twenty trees in the back of the truck, you know that.” He knows like nobody else how our home situation was, and still is.

      Sean and Sam wait until Kai descends the ladder and they both hug him tightly. He kneels down and whispers something in their ears. Happily, they continue their decoration work. After an hour, with the help of many eager hands, the cafeteria has been turned into a cozy Christmas-themed place.

      Even so, it’s absolutely nothing in comparison to the huge garden center where we’re headed next. In there, Christmas looks completely over the top, with thousands of lights and decorations twinkling with bright lights.

      “This one?” I pull a tree from a row of pines, which are outside leaned against a fence. “This is a Nordmann,” I read from the card attached to it. “The dark, green, shiny needles will stay healthy for a long time. Do keep in mind that, if you buy this tree, we ask you to plant it in your garden later, as these pine trees can grow as tall as  60 feet.”

      Kai walks around the tree, nodding approvingly. “This one for your mom?”

      “No, dude. This thing doesn’t even fit in our house, let alone a teeny weeny garden,” I say.

      “Then we’ll take it for ours.” Kai takes the tree from me. “Why don’t you pick one yourselves, guys,” he tells my brothers.

      Sean takes Sam’s hand and together they stroll past the many pines. Just like adults do, they discuss which tree will be perfect for their living room. Half an hour later, we’re driving back with the trees, silver balls, hooks and lamps and head towards my mom’s house. Yesterday, when I loaded Kai’s car, my mother hugged me tight.

      “I’ll miss you, Dex,” she spoke tearfully.

      It’s not that I’ve said goodbye to her permanently. We’re still living in the same village and I’ll drop by all the time to help her with my sister Sara and brothers Sean and Sam, when needed. After my stepfather Hank’s death, Mom worked herself to the bone by taking on three jobs at the same time. Financially, she’s still sitting too tight. I don’t want her to depend on welfare and help her out with the rent, paid for with my income.

      “Hi, Mrs. Sanders.” Kai says hello to my mom, who comes out as soon as she hears the honking of the horn. He pulls the Christmas tree we picked for her from the trunk. Handy, this pick-up truck; perfect to move tall objects. I have my driver’s license, but no car to go with it. The only thing of value that I own and spend some money on is my motorbike. That thing is the pride of my life.

      “Oh, you shouldn’t have!” Mom gets teary-eyed as she looks at me. “Dex, you could have used the money …” She swallows the rest of her sentence. … better.

      “My treat.” Kai helps the tree inside with the help of Sean and Sam. I follow them, carrying the bags with decoration inside.

      “Really?” Sara’s eyes are about to pop out of their sockets when she sees us come in with our hands full. Then she whispers softly to me: “He’s a lottery ticket, Dex. Without him …” She doesn’t finish her sentence either.

      Silently, I thank my best friend. He never wants to hear how important he is to us, or how much he means to us. Without him, our lives might have looked totally different, though. We all know that.
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      It’s nearly closing time and still busy at the bakery. Kai dropped me off at the shopping mall before heading out to a pizza place to get food for Mom and the kids. An assistant baker disappears through a door and comes back with the healthy sandwiches Liam ordered. He asked us to pick them up on our way home.

      I point at the strawberry cake staring at me temptingly from behind the chilled glass, while answering my phone at the same time. “Hi, Lizzy.” I don’t really like cakes all that much, but with fresh strawberries on top of them, they taste pretty good. I’m taking that, too.

      “Hey Dex, just a reminder for tonight.”

      I pay the employee with the leftover money from yesterday, while juggling my phone.

      “Yeah, yeah, I still remember.” I shove the change into my pants pocket.

      Lizzy and I play in a band, together with our buddies Finn and Fabian. We arranged with Steve - the owner of the Grand Café - that we can rehearse there occasionally. The deal is that we’ll perform our first gig there, in exchange for his help. We don’t really have fixed days for band practice, since everyone’s always busy with work, school and other activities, so we arrange our band practice pretty much as late as possible.

      Armed with a bag of sandwiches dangling from my wrist and my phone still in my hand, I tell Lizzy I’ve written a couple of songs. I lift the cakebox from the counter, which pops the tape off the lid immediately.

      “Never mind,” I tell the young employee, when she tells me she’s going to re-tape it. “I don’t live very far away.”

      With a wink which makes her blush, I wish her Happy Holidays. An automatic sliding door in this store would have been nice, but unfortunately it doesn’t have one. With my phone jammed between my jaw and shoulder, I can hear Lizzy still babbling on, but I barely register her words anymore. I’m busy working out a way to get out of the store with all my stuff in one piece.

      Another customer sees my dilemma and opens the door for me. I turn my head and thank her. Before I know it, the lid of the box flies open again when another customer heads out at the same time, clumsily bumping into me. Like a veritable circus artist, I try to balance the box and keep it upright to save the strawberry cake.

      Unfortunately, I fail.
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      I’m stunned. Speechless. Looking down, I feel like bursting into tears.

      My brand new, white sweater made of lambswool has been turned into a globby, red landscape. I bought the sweater only today, feeling giddy as a child for finding it. I actually put it on the second I bought it, not wanting to take it off anymore.

      I know what’s presently covering my chest all too well. I recognize the ingredients: they’re usually a part of one of the bakery’s most wonderful strawberry cakes. What I have slathered all over me now consists of squishy cake covered with fresh strawberries and delicious bakery cream. Under different circumstances, I’d have licked the cream off my fingertips.

      The person who bumped into me kneels and picks up the world’s most-used device, a cold and grim expression on his face, without even looking up at me. As a person of flesh and blood, am I not more important than your phone? I want to shout into his face and tell him to take a hike, but as soon as he rises again, his annoyed gaze melts away. So does mine, for that matter.

      It’s the guy who bumped into me at the supermarket yesterday. Well, not him, but his shopping cart did. Our sudden eye contact heats up my body immediately. My limbs – and lady parts – seem to burst into fire, especially when he removes his hoodie and I get a good look at his face.

      A gaze of recognition appears on his handsome face when he sees who I am. He’s just as hot as in the dream I had about him last night. I simply can’t keep stop staring at him. I forget about my ruined sweater immediately.

      “Did I hurt you?” I ask him. It sounds stupid, but I need to know.

      His dark eyes promise a lot of things I’d like to find out about him. He breathes all sorts of sweet temptation into my face just by standing there and gazing at me. Yesterday, we stared into each other’s eyes too. In those few seconds, something happened between us. At least, it did for me. I’m not sure about him.

      “Hurt me?” he asks surprised. His dark hair adds to the devil-may-care look that fits him like a glove from top to bottom; from his outfit to his face. “Why would I be in pain? I bumped into you, not the other way around.”

      Suddenly, he rubs his bare hand over my stained clothes. A plastic bag dangles from his wrist. His fingertips remove the thick clots of cream and pieces of strawberry. God, he’s touching my breasts. He’s so focused as he attempts to remove as much of the globby goo as possible; his eyes are fixed on my chest. Doesn’t he realize he’s actually rubbing my boobs?

      Two of my natural senses already kicked into action because of him: sight and smell. The third and fourth, I can add to that list right now. I know what it feels like to have his hand on my chest: touch. And hearing? His voice sounds a little hoarse, raw even, as if he’s been shouting recently. It sounds very masculine. Pleasant. So damned hot.

      “Wow, you’re brave.” I grab his hand to prevent my nipples from hardening under his touch.

      “Brave? What the hell are you talking about?” Without much effort, he pulls out of my grasp. “Your outfit’s all messed up and it’s my fault. Look, I live nearby.” He points to the right. “Walk with me, so you can – “

      “No, I’m not coming with you.” I shake my head forcefully. It sounds a bit harsher than I meant, but I just don’t have the time to go home with him. I grab him by the jacket, somewhere halfway down his arm, and turn him ninety degrees toward the bakery window. The glass reflects us. “I mean, look at that.” It’s bizarre to see how very different we look, apart from the fact that we’re a different gender of course. We’re complete opposites.

      “Uhm… what am I supposed to see? That reindeer standing next to the fake sandwiches in the shop window?” he asks, grinning all of a sudden. The shop window decoration is beautiful, completely Christmas-themed. Next to the reindeer is a Santa Clause figurine, of course sat atop a miniature sleigh. He’s leaning against a clock, which tells me it’s ten minutes to five. Which is what I was referring to.

      “No, look at the time,” I sigh, shooting a quick glance at my own pink Guess watch.

      His leather jacket creaks lightly. I’m still holding on to his arm. I’m supposed to be at Mr. Valens’ place in a couple more minutes. The poor man is eighty-three years old and never gets any visitors. He’s not the only one either. At the nursing home, there are so many people eager for some distraction, if only once a week. The nurses have practically no time left to chat with them, even though they’d be happy to do so if they didn’t always have too much work.

      I’m already running late, is the point I want to make. Mr. Valens is expecting me at the agreed hour. If I miss our appointment by just a few minutes, he’ll believe I’m not coming and he’ll get withdrawn and sullen.

      “Time,” the handsome guy next to me says. Is he in a hurry too? “What has that got to do with being brave?” Good question. I look up and strain my neck, because he’s easily a few inches taller than I am. I’m wearing beige UGG boots, but even on killer heels I wouldn’t reach his height by far.

      “I meant to say you’re brave to rub my chest in public like that,” I mutter. If we were somewhere else – in my bed, for example – I wouldn’t have minded at all. “As for the time comment? I need to be somewhere in a few minutes.”

      He takes a strand of my blonde hair and winds it around his finger. It almost seems as if this makes my brain grind to a halt. He tugs at the lock of hair gently, forcing me to take a step forward. “And what did you mean by hurting me?” His dark, brown eyes linger on mine, stay there for the longest moment before focusing on my mouth. My skin is on fire. He’s so close.

      Driving Home for Christmas by Chris Rea is blasting through the speakers hooked up to the street lamps. Before, I was so conscious of what was going on around me on my way to the bakery, but now the sound just vanishes into the background. Slowly I move my hand to his face and touch him. His eyes narrow just a little. I run my index finger along his dark eyebrow. Two shiny, tiny little balls stick out on either side of the smooth skin, above and below the eyebrow.

      “Did that hurt?” I ask. “I’d love to get a belly piercing, but I’m afraid of it’ll hurt too much,” I confess. “My pain threshold’s quite low.” I stare at his full bottom lip in awe, where two more small rings are sitting in the corner of his mouth.

      “So, that’s what you meant.” His unshaven jaw brushes against my cheek as he leans in. “No, it didn’t hurt at all,” he whispers gently, his warm breath touching my ear. A very different sensation runs through me as soon as the feeling of another piercing – hard, cold and round – combined with something subtle and wet, caresses my cheek. His tongue.

      My nerves respond immediately at the touch of him. My heartbeat and body temperature go through the roof in the blink of an eye. My fifth sense, the one that transforms taste into an erotic experience, has just woken up. I’m trembling on the spot.

      Taking a step back, the guy in black winks at me. At the same time, he tauntingly sticks out his tongue. I didn’t see the piercing there when he was talking earlier; my focus was more on his face and not that beautiful pink tongue, hidden inside his mouth. And then he’s gone, just like that. After he rounds the corner, I rub my hand over my cheek and shake my head slightly as I head into the bakery, feeling confused.

      “You okay?” An employee hands me a cloth.

      Another customer addresses me. “He deliberately bumped into you. Guys like that … you need to be careful around them.”

      “Well, I wasn’t hurt or anything.”

      I’m surprised the woman is so judgmental. Just because of the way he looks? I hand back the cloth. Wiping the sweater will only make the stains worse. Once I’m home, I’ll try to clean it properly.

      “That guy is first class scum.” Suddenly, more clients start piping up with their opinion. “I had my hand on my bag the whole time.”

      Several more voices fill the bakery.

      “Nah, not a chance. He already had his hands full, right? So how can you steal anything, then?” Oh, great – someone who’s positive about him after all. Sort of.

      A woman, who’s just bought a couple of fresh croissants, heads over to me and addresses me in a gentle tone. “He didn’t deliberately bump into you, honey. I opened the door for him and he thanked me. It’s just that someone else was heading outside at the same time, which is why he didn’t see you. You know, my son plays in a hard rock band. You can imagine the way he looks, right?” Yeah, I get the picture. “He’s the most sensitive and caring person I know, while my other son, who appears normal, has the exact opposite character.” The woman sighs deeply, her thoughts probably wandering off to her sons. “Just let them talk, honey. Don’t judge a person’s character by their appearance.” She smiles, then nods briefly before leaving the store.

      When it’s my turn, I ask for marzipan. The woman talking to me was absolutely right; I think the exact same way. My interest for this guy was sparked by the fact that he looked completely different from any other person my age. Besides, I hate people who can’t – or won’t – look beyond first appearance. Take me, for example: I’m your typical blue-eyed, blonde cheerleader. A good student with loving parents and a job as a volunteer, and I’ve never gotten myself into trouble.

      I’m honoring and respecting the expectation my parents have of me as much as I can. I’m at peace with the way I live my life, which is why I’ve been enjoying a carefree existence for the past twenty years. But sometimes, I want to do something that’s completely outside my comfort zone, like getting a navel piercing. Now that someone with multiple piercings has told me that it doesn’t hurt, I’m considering it even more.

      I wish the employees a good weekend and walk out with my purchase. It’s cold. I’m about to pull my gloves from my jacket pockets, but before I get to it, I’m stopped in my tracks. Mystery Man stands there, carelessly leaning with his shoulder against the wall of the florist’s, waiting for me.

      Everything about him is dark: from his hair to his eyes, stubble, clothes and boots. The silver-colored zipper from his black leather jacket, that silver eyebrow piercing, and the two silver rings in his beautifully carved lips, contrast perfectly with the black. And I’m not even talking about his tongue piercing, which totally turns me on.

      What I wouldn’t do to be able to take a picture of him right now, I ponder. It’s getting dark and the street light casts a perfect light on him. It would have been a fantastic photo, well worth the effort. I look over my shoulder to make sure it’s not someone else he’s waiting for, but it’s definitely me he wants to see again.

      “I’d love to take your sweater home and clean it for you.” A broad smile appears, which lights up his face. “But then you’d be standing here naked.”

      “I’d still have my jacket. It’s made of wool.” Why am I saying that? What does he care what my jacket is made of, anyway? He moves away from the wall and folds his hands over mine.

      “You’re cold,” he remarks.

      “Is that a fact?” How the hell would he know?

      “Your cheeks are as red as strawberries.” The warmth he gives me by cupping my hands in his starts to seep in. The cold that embraced me earlier disappears gradually. His warm hands rub mine, as his dark eyes study my face. He doesn’t know what he’s doing to me. He couldn’t know; this is only the second time he’s eye to eye with me.

      “You know what?” He breaks the silence. “Why don’t we go get that piercing you would like so much right this instant?”

      Yes!

      “I, eh …” Shit. “No, I can’t.”

      “Let’s do it. Don’t think about it. Just do it.”

      “I’m actually on my way to meet someone. I can’t right now,” I mutter.

      After a long moment he frowns, probably not believing for one second that it’s actually true. “Really?”

      “Sorry, I would really love to come with you …” I stop explaining. My hands lose their borrowed warmth when he releases his grip abruptly. The busted cake box on the windowsill of the florist shop ends up in his hand. There’s another bag with the bakery logo next to it and I believe that he’s going to grab that too, so he can leave. But he doesn’t – just yet.

      Shaking his head briefly, he produces a short laugh. Then he gets a pen from his jacket pocket. With his warm hand, he grabs my wrist and slowly hitches up the sleeve of my jacket and sweater. Ten digits are quickly jotted down in black ink on the inside of my wrist.

      “If I need to wash your sweater or pay for it, or if you’re still brave enough to get that piercing, let me know. I know a good place.” The veins underneath the skin there start to throb with excitement even more, thanks to his intense expression and rugged appearance. And now I have his phone number! “Call me,” he says.

      I’m going to; he shouldn’t worry about it.
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      “The cake’s still edible, even if it doesn’t sport the looks.” I place the squashed box on the table the guys are sitting at. Kai opens the plastic bag, retrieves Liam’s sandwiches and puts them on a plate.

      “What happened to it? Did you sit on it or something?” Liam snorts, pouring a glass of milk for all of us. “How could this even happen?”

      The dented lid is quickly removed by Collin. He reaches for a piece of the crumbled strawberry cake immediately, not needing cutlery to slice through it. I run my index finger through a creamy part and lick it before I start munching on my sandwich. Wow – delicious, just like Blue Eyes. She smelled of strawberries, and it wasn’t because of the cake scent left behind on her sweater. I’m used to girls hanging all over me, which I, for the record, have absolutely no problem with at all. When she touched me, it felt different. She IS different.

      Blue Eyes is pure class. Absolutely not the type that I usually enjoy myself with. She got to me, just by the way she studied my face – how her eyes filled with admiration, the way her soft fingertips stroked my piercings. I can recall the odd sensation, just like that.

      With a sigh, I move the box aside, pushing away all thoughts of her too. Someone like her would never call someone like me. She’d already turned me down with some lame excuse before I gave her my number. There’s no way she’s gonna call. We take huge bites from our sandwiches. In the meantime, I tell my friends about the hot blonde chick I bumped into while leaving the bakery. They laugh as I recall the incident.

      “Typically you. Did she give you hell by calling you every name in the book?” Collin smirks.

      “If she did, I didn’t hear it. I was mostly focused on my phone crashing into the pavement, which, by the way, now has a broken screen.”

      Crap. I admitted that I was more concerned at first about my smartphone, after we bumped into each other. How was I supposed to know that Blue Eyes had gotten the majority of my recently-bought cake all over her? That guy pushing me as we exited the store was responsible for this. That crack in my phone – it’ll cost me money to have it fixed. Money that I don’t have.

      I work and play soccer; there’s no time for another job. We are number one in our league. We’re expected to be fit and get enough sleep so we can keep performing at top level, even if we aren’t professionals. I’m supposed to score in every game. Concentration is of crucial importance, which means I need my rest. I can’t just go out and take on a second job.

      Between work and soccer practice, I don’t even have that much spare time left. I help out with the youth team and also play in a band. Usually, by the end of the working week, I’m exhausted even before the weekend starts.

      Now that there’s a winter stop, at least we don’t need to play any official competition matches for the time being. We still practice, though, and play friendly games between teams to stay in shape.
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      After dinner, I head towards the Grand Café. Finn and Fabian are already going at it on their drums and bass guitar, respectively, when I enter the rehearsal room through the Grand Café backdoor.

      “Already jamming?” I ask.

      We exchange the special little handshakes we invented ourselves. The two are brothers, with barely a year of age difference between them. Lizzy bursts in as soon as I remove the cover from my guitar. She’s a lot younger than we are. We know each other from an open mic night, where artists could show off their musical talents. I already happened to know Finn and Fabian at the time, through their other brother Boris.

      Lizzy sang like heaven itself that night. One gaze between the three of us was enough to head over to her and find out if she’d be interested in working with us. We immediately got along as soon as we started chatting. The repertoire we’d come up with among the three of us was the only possible point of argument. A solution for that was quickly found, though: We mixed our different tastes in music into one unique sound and came up with a fitting name for the band: Four Ability.

      “I wrote some new material,” I say, handing them the paper I used to jot down my lyrics and musical notes. I’m curious to see what they’ll think of my new songs. Waiting for their reaction, I already start playing the first song. I sing the words along, with Lizzy pitching in quickly. It’s stunning how our voices seem to fit one another without even trying.

      It doesn’t matter to me that this is a Saturday evening. The party my friends are at right now isn’t really my scene. Next to soccer, music is really important to me. Besides, I had my fun yesterday.

      “Sounds really professional.” After two hours, Fabian happily throws his drumstick in the air and catches it again. Finn is pretty satisfied too.

      “They can start booking us now,” he says with a smile. “I think we’re ready to start playing gigs.” He wipes the sweat from his brow. I take a sip of water and lean my guitar against a speaker.

      “Perhaps we should ask Steve if we can start doing this for real?”

      Lizzy grins, convinced we’re just mucking about. Only when she sees our facial expressions and knows we mean business does she slowly nod along.

      “Okay, you’re right. We worked out a full gig. We can’t keep rehearsing it forever. Come on, you guys, why don’t you go ask Steve and get it over with?”

      We leave Lizzy behind on a stool near the bar. Despite the fact that she’s a minor, she gets a beer. Alcohol-free, of course. We ask Steve if we can use the stage to perform live some time soon, which he immediately agrees to.

      “I’m assuming this will seriously up our revenue,” he grins happily. We wait as he looks through his schedule, skimming through the month of December. “Well, not this Saturday, but how about the week after?” he suggests.

      We nod without even glancing at each other. The ‘when’ isn’t important, as long as we get the opportunity to play for a real, live audience.

      “Cool,” Steve reacts. “I’ll take care of the flyers, spread them around. I’ll also announce it on our website. We’ll get a lot of interested people in, I’m sure.”

      “Great! Let’s toast on it,” Finn offers, raising his glass of beer. We follow suit immediately.

      “I’m toasting to my voice not giving out,” Lizzy shouts loudly.

      “That we may get lots of fans!” Finn wiggles his eyebrows. “And I do mean female fans.” He punches Fabian against the shoulder, spilling some beer. “What about you, bro? What’re you toasting to?”

      “That I can keep my drumsticks in one piece,” he reacts with a serious grin. Sometimes Fabian is so entranced by his own performance that he punches those drums really hard. Just like I have the tendency to screech at times if I don’t watch my voice.

      “Well, I for one hope that we’ll just have a good time, and that one day we’ll be scouted so we can play in a famous arena,” I mutter.
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      A while ago I got a camera from my parents on my birthday. In the beginning, I just clicked away. But when I started following photography courses next to my medical studies, I really got the hang of it. Throughout the years, I specialized more and more in people.

      Faces can represent so much. Especially a person’s skin and facial expression really intrigues me. Scars, wrinkles, the structure of the skin and the reflection of the eyes can really get to me. A photo can express these details very clearly. Worthless things, crazy objects or a garment nobody would want to wear anymore make for good subjects too. By taking pictures up close, you can express sentiment. Or you can create a mosaic just by mixing detail with color. Which brings me to my ruined sweater.

      I carefully draped the wrecked garment into a specific shape before taking a picture of it. Then I tried to clean it. After my visit to Mr. Valens, I soaked the sweater in a bucket with chlorine water. Loads of products that promised on their labels to get rid of even the dirtiest of stains and greasiest of spots have already let me down. No matter how many assurances the producers of these products have given customers in their sales pitch, my sweater keeps its pinkish glow. I edited the close-up photo of the discolored sweater to perfection on my computer. Blur or sharpen, enlarge or downsize, saved in black-and-white or color mode: anything’s possible these days.

      I saved all of my precious photos in different folders. Some day, I want to do an exhibition – or at least make a photo album – of my work, even if it’s only for my own benefit. I’d love to get the guy whose name I don’t even know in front of my camera. I’m a hundred percent sure it’d make for a brilliant result.

      I touched him; allowed his hands to rub my skin. I realize all too well that the Man in Black did something to me that I just can’t shake off. It seemed as if he saw something in me that was unfamiliar to him. Maybe I’m making it all sound too complicated now, but that’s how I experienced it.

      I could beat myself over the head. I wanted to call him – hear his voice with that rough edge close to my ear once more. Unfortunately, in my eagerness to clean my sweater I also accidentally wiped out the number he wrote in ink on my wrist. I dipped my arms into the water as I rinsed the sweater. How stupid of me. Now I’m sad and upset.
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      “Milaaaa!” The sound comes from somewhere down the hall. That can only be one person. My best friend Josephine always barges upstairs while shouting. “Hey, Mila.” The door opens. “Ready to spend some money tonight?” She grabs a brush and runs it through her dark hair.

      “Hi, Josh. Yep, sure. I need new nail polish, and perhaps an eye pencil too,” I reply excitedly.

      “You and your nail polish fetish.” Josephine puts down the brush and grabs one of the hundreds of nail polish bottles from my extensive collection. They’re all categorized in neat, handmade boxes. The mail brought another parcel for me today. It was the order I placed with one of my favorite online stores last week.

      “I need a sparkly one for the Christmas holidays,” I defend myself. Seriously, you can never have enough nail polish. It’s a pretty addictive hobby, to be honest. I glance at my reflection one last time, twirl and shake my hair loose. “Ready to go.”

      The light-blue sweater I’ve chosen to wear – with a dark blue pattern weaving through it – is perfect. The blue skinny pants that come with it fit me like a glove.

      “Does this blue suede belt make my hips look big?” I ask Josephine.

      “You look like an elephant; forget about the belt.” Josh kisses my cheek. “We’re only going to a make-up party, you know.” The laughter in her voice tells me she doesn’t mean what she just said, but I still take her advice to heart and throw the belt back on the bed.

      “Whose place is it again we’re going to?” I ask as we walk down the stairs.

      “Stella’s. Her mom’s a friend of my mom; I’ve met her before. My mom is already on her way over with some friends. I’m driving her back home tonight.” Josephine takes the car keys from her handbag. Just as we’re about to head out the door, she tells me something important. “Almost forgot! Take some cash with you, because the consultant doesn’t accept plastic.”

      “No problem. Hang on a second.” I cup my hands on either side of my mouth like a foghorn and boom. “Dad!!!”

      He comes out of his study with a startled face. “Where’s the fire?”

      Shamelessly, I explain to him that I forgot to withdraw money. “We’re going on a cozy girl’s night out. Make-up and stuff.”

      Dad groans as he retrieves his wallet from his pocket. He knows me too well. “Here.” A fifty-dollar bill gets him a big hug from me. “Don’t use up everything, Mila,” he warns me, like he always does.

      Josephine and I laugh at his joke. Fifty doesn’t get you anywhere these days. Just then, my mom steps out of the kitchen.

      “Are you girls having fun already? Can I join in on the fun?” she asks. Dad wraps his arm gently around her shoulders.

      “I’ll explain to you in a minute, honey. For now, I really hope that our daughter marries a guy who’ll appreciate her for who she is. And by that, I don’t mean the pampered girl that believes her monthly allowance isn’t enough to get her anywhere in life and begs me for money whenever she can.”

      He says it teasingly. Of course, it’s partially true. “You’re the one who spoiled me in the first place, Daddy,” I retort. I give my parents a peck on the cheek and make my way out of the house before Dad forces me to hand him back the money. “Love you!” I call out before slamming the front door shut.

      Josephine keys in Stella’s address on her cellphone. Google Maps tells us it’s only a ten-minute drive.

      “You’re evil,” she smiles.

      “No, I’m not. Good nail polish and flawless skin care are just extremely expensive,” I defend myself. I buckle up before we drive to the house I’ve never been to before. Josh and I don’t see each other on a daily basis, due to our busy lives. Despite that, we try to see each other once a week to do something nice together. On the way over, we talk about which colors of make-up are in fashion right now, before lapsing into our next topic: guys.

      “He just bumped into me with his strawberry cake. Well, that cake looked pretty delicious, but so did he.” When I confess why I don’t have his phone number anymore, Josh roars with laughter. I don’t join in; I just feel sorry for myself that I lost it. In fact, I could cry. I absolutely hate myself for this.

      We get to Stella’s place ten minutes later, exactly as predicted. The door is opened immediately after Josh rings the doorbell hard.

      “Josephine, hi! Long time no see.” Stella’s brownish-red hair – assuming this is Stella – sticks into every direction. Not a lot of people would be able to pull off a risky hairdo like that, but she has the perfect head for it. “Come on in.”

      “This is Mila, my friend,” Josh introduces me.

      “Hi Mila, so nice of you to come over.” Stella is a petite girl. She takes us into the living room. A table has already been set up with several make-up products on it. There are also small bowls filled with water, guest towels and mirrors. They’ve taken care of everything.

      “Hi, I’m Hannah, of Havana Consultants.” A somewhat older lady asks us to take a seat with the rest of the group. Several chairs have been placed around the dining room table. Stella offers us a cup of tea, while Hannah hands out leaflets with a description of the articles she’s selling.

      “Are there any more guests coming?” Hannah asks Stella, while handing out pencils and forms which we can use to place orders.

      “I think everyone’s here, right Mom?” Stella looks at the woman sitting across from me.

      “Yes, this is the entire group,” she says. “Maria and Joan canceled this afternoon, so I think we’re okay to start.” She gives Hannah a slight nod.

      Hannah starts telling us about her products. After the introduction, we’re allowed to test them ourselves. Of course she doesn’t have to tell us twice and we immediately start playing around with the products.

      First, I remove my own make-up using a creamy cleanser. “You definitely need the aging-skin cream,” I smirk while I smile evilly at my friend. The fresh lotion that I apply to my face opens up my pores immediately.

      “Did you see this eyeliner? Smokey eyes for Christmas.” Josh ignores my joke and hands over the eyeliner.

      “And this pencil softens the harder facial lines.” Hannah stands next to Josh. “Can I try it out on you?”

      Josh takes a seat, closes her eyes and allows Hannah to do her thing. After a couple of minutes, one glance in the mirror tells my friend how sexy her gaze is now. Josh is already a stunner, but this make-up accentuates her green eyes beautifully.

      After trying out five different types of day cream on my wrist, my skin still feels dry. It definitely needs my own moisturizer, which I have waiting for me in my bathroom back home. Just as I’m about to try out something else on my face, the jingly sound of a song startles me. Will Smith’s ‘Men in Black.’ I changed my ringtone over the weekend. I figured if I wasn’t going to be able to call Tall, Dark and Pierced Handsome anymore, at least I’d have a ringtone reminding me of him.

      The fifty-dollar bill falls out of my pocket when I fish out my phone. Josh wants to know who’s calling but I haven’t been able to take a look yet. With a tissue, I wipe the day cream residue from my hand and stuff the bill back into my pocket. In the meantime, my phone has stopped ringing.

      “Mr. Valens!” I cry out, startled once I finally discover who the caller is. “He’s never called me on my cell before.”

      “Well, call him back,” comes Josh’s logical response.  “There might be something wrong.”

      I excuse myself and head outside, where the talkative ladies can’t interrupt my phone call. Why the hell would the man need me at this time of night? Nobody answers the phone when I call back. Fortunately, the nursing home has a 24/7 service. Besides, caretakers are always available, since the home also has a psychiatric ward.

      Peter from the reception desk picks up after two rings. As soon as I explain the situation to him, he tells me that Mr. Valens has been pacing the hallway a couple of times tonight, but a nurse took him back to his room. He promises to have someone have a look at him and to call me back soon. Inside the house, the buzzing of voices is so loud it carries through the walls, making the excited voices audible even outside. Want to bet Peter will call me back by the time I’m back inside the house? I think. I won’t take the risk of missing his phone call, so I decide to stay outside and wait.

      A coat would be comfortable, I think wryly. It’s actually quite chilly. I wrap my arms around my chest and pace back and forth. With my phone in my hand, I wait impatiently for Peter to reassure me that everything’s fine.
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