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        And the raven, never flitting, still is sitting, still is sitting

        On the pallid bust of Pallas just above my chamber door;

        And his eyes have all the seeming of a demon’s that is dreaming,

        And the lamp-light o’er him streaming throws his shadow on the floor;

        And my soul from out that shadow that lies floating on the floor

        Shall be lifted — nevermore!

      

        

      
        From The Raven by Edgar Allan Poe
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      My pulse clicks up another gear. Right now is when the evening really begins. The facts are these. Dinner is done. It’s only nine o’clock. I am walking in Oxford, England, with a delectable blonde. And I am smiling like crazy.

      I’ve slain the idea that she’s way out of my league. The nagging doubt. The urge to slink off into the darkness and leave her to the alphas. It’s going too well for that. We’re on our second date!

      Yes, I do believe it’s a date. We never said it in so many words, but my texts to her have been unequivocal. She knows why I am here, and she has come to me, looking better than ever. Make-up, dark eye shadow, perfume…the works. This feels a lot like a date. It’s why I am smiling, and every breath of evening cool is so sweet.

      It’s an autumn night. Not freezing, like a true English winter’s eve, but we can feel an edge in the air. She wants to walk, my little creature of the moonlight! Well, then, so do I.

      Okay, I wanted her to drink more, too, because that never hurts, right? But it looks like she’s decided to go easy on the alcohol tonight. Smart girl. She won’t be easy, but I don’t need her to be. She is worth any wait. So I went with it, and we plunged out of the pub, into the ancient streets.

      Walking is what we do, she and I! We walked moments after we first met, three weeks ago, after I got talking to her at a photography exhibition. I’d used the dumbest of dumb lines. Words about her being from Finland, because, you know, the photographer was Finnish and, you know, she was the purest Scando blonde. Godawful words!

      She wasn’t even Scandinavian. Polish.

      Wore a lot of black, I noticed.

      But she smiled as she corrected my blundering chat-up, and then we talked like old friends. It wasn’t one-way traffic. She wanted to know about my life too! And then, spontaneously — just like that! — we walked. Miles. Until night fell, and she let me have her number.

      When we met up the next weekend, we walked again. More miles. More hours. We walked on Port Meadow, the marshy common land beyond the town. Port Meadow, with its cows, and its ducks, and its horses.

      She taught me all the Polish words for the animals, and there it was, my nickname for her: kaczuszka. Little duck. Kah-choosh-kah. So perfectly right for this slight little creature, with her jet-black plumage. Just eighteen, she would barely make a ripple in water. Just like a kaczuszka. And she giggled every time I said it, failing so bad at the Polish. Which made me want to say it all the time.

      So on Port Meadow we walked and walked, and then we sat on a tiny piece of log, inexplicably present in the middle of the vast, open lands. It was made for two beginner lovers, that little chunk of dead wood. Only by sitting shoulder to shoulder could two of you squeeze onto it.

      We sat for an eternity, our sleeves touching with ease. She smoked her slim, long cigarettes, like a seasoned heroine in a black-and-white French film. Black clothes, white hair. She was made for monochrome.

      Then a brown cow, eyes dark and benevolent, came over to greet us. Apprehensive, we scratched her nose and my kaczuszka squealed with glee. The worldly, hard-smoking adult was a child again.

      Darkness came, and so too the chill. We laughed as she felt my hand, how cold it was. I lifted her over a stile — how light she was! We came to spooky, inky woods, and I thought to take her hand. But I didn’t want to scare her. So I didn’t take her hand. We paused on the bridge, by the houseboats, and looked at the stars. Then the fog came down, and we were alone in it. Perfectly alone.

      And I grew more and more bewitched by this calm, intelligent and precious creature with the pale blue gem stone eyes. She who could walk around a field for all those hours. Just talking. Just enjoying our time. I was learning scraps of her language, and she was perfecting mine. Sometimes, for fun, we lapsed into the French both of us had studied.

      Sometimes her thoughts were dark, but making her smile was all I wanted. Seeing her smile made my heart dance.

      So now we’re walking again. In the middle of town, this time. We have no plan, only the serpentine streets and lanes of the old university town. Spontaneous is good. But I need to kiss her tonight.

      I need to take this connection of ours to the next level. I can go with the flow, but if my moment comes — that perfect cocktail of place and time — I must seize it. Before someone else does. Or before our moment passes. The mere thought sends a flood of dread into my veins.

      The thought passes. I just know that moment will come tonight. I’ve felt like we’ve been in a movie since the moment our paths crossed that random Friday afternoon. The script says our time is tonight. I have a feeling in my gut that this night will change my life. It’s not a feeling I want to shake.

      Something else crosses my mind as we meander onto the red-brick square of Gloucester Green. She mentioned a guy the last time. Just once. Oh, only in the vaguest, most casual terms. He’s in Portugal, and it’s nothing official. It might be something, or nothing. She was just waiting and seeing. Long-distance was difficult, she said. And she shrugged her black, fur-coated shoulders a lot.

      I have no qualms about disrupting this thing, if she is so clearly undecided as to its merits. Mr Nice Guy has retired! After all, I’ve recently concluded that there is no such thing as a truly single woman. There’s always some guy, somewhere. Even if he’s long gone and remains only in her head. You’ll always have to push someone aside to get into a girl’s heart. That’s just how it is.

      But it does make my assignment more difficult. I have fallen so hard for her that I will push through any barriers. I have a suspicion that she’ll put some up for me. It just depends how many. Right now, she looks carefree and cool as she sucks on a roll-up. (She switched to them this week, because they take more effort. ‘I’m lazy, so it means I’ll smoke less.’) But I’m sure her mind must be racing too. And I doubt her thoughts are as simple as mine.

      My fawning smile floods back as I look at her once more. Smoking — that’s unattractive. Period. Only, with her, I don’t care. I’d almost be disappointed if she stopped. It’s part of her aura. When we ate our pizza, she talked about how she liked the smell of smoke on her fingers before she goes to sleep. And now I want to smell her sweet little fingers.

      She sees my inane grin, and she blesses me with a little smile too, before she glances awkwardly at the ground. Nerves? Doubts? Who could say? But for the thirtieth time my mind takes a snapshot of this perfect face, lips as red as cherries straight from the tree, so full and so kissable, corners turned up in happiness just the way I like them.

      Her skin is pale as the blossom from that self-same cherry tree. She’s been born with a melanin deficiency, and you know what? It works. I’m walking with a modern-day Snow White`1

      
        
        [The typing error above reminds us that at this exact moment in writing his first draft, the author was suddenly, distressingly interrupted. Three days passed before he continued below.]

      

      

      So, where was I? Let me rewind a moment. Take myself back to that magic night, pregnant with possibility.

      Ah yes, we’re strolling. Our destination? Nowhere in particular. She has broken out some white clothing for me tonight, rather than going for the head-to-toe black she so enjoys. She looked like a polished raven last time I saw her. Though she confided that she did own colourful red pyjamas. I didn’t hear what she said after that. I was in bed with her, holding her warm, vulnerable little body tight and close. My precious treasure in red pyjamas, safe with me, always.

      This evening, though, only the inky fur coat and dark trousers remain from my little French-speaker’s collection noire. Her shoes are bright white for our date, and she has dug out a white t-shirt too. With black polka dots, naturally.

      I had tried wearing black, to match what I’d thought she’d wear. I thought it might be romantic, but the outfit didn’t work and I’d scrapped it in favour of jeans and a colourful shirt, mostly autumnal reds.

      At dinner, we laughed about how we’d picked out our clothing. And all I could think was, you could wear sack-cloth, sweetie, and your eyes would still be nectar enough for me. And I’m thinking it now again. There is nowhere I would rather be.

      “You’re going to have to excuse me just a minute, Sir, but I’m going to talk to your Missus,” says a voice in the dark.

      We both jump. He’s materialised from nowhere.

      “I’m going to ask her for a roll-up, if you won’t mind, guv’nor!”

      There’s a twinkle in his eye and a likeable note in his voice. But his face is grimy. He bears the scars of the streets. Also, there’s a mostly empty bottle of white wine in his hand. We’re being accosted by one of Oxford’s many hoboes. Our stroll is taking an unexpected twist.

      My instinct is to protect her, and I edge closer. But this guy is harmless. And there are plenty of people around. She’s cool with it — grown up beyond her years — even though he disarms her of her own smouldering roll-up and finishes it himself. Outrageous, but done in such a way that you had to chuckle.

      “You two are going to have beautiful children,” he babbles. “Where are you from, love? Denmark? Sweden?”

      “She’s from Finland,” I chime in, knowing she’ll get the reference. She plays along. And of the fact that we’re by no means a couple…she says nothing. I like that! But she does correct him on the kids question. She definitely doesn’t want any. I knew that already. Just another thing we agree on.

      “Oh, never say never,” our new friend says, while she tries to roll him another smoke with her shaky fingers. She’s still clumsy at the roll-up game. “Children are the greatest blessing you can have. Look.”

      And he fishes out a keyring. On it, a photo of a boy just a few months old. “That’s my lad,” he says with feeling, almost in tears. “He’s my world. It’s the best thing that could happen to the two of you. Mark my words.” He kisses the picture with a dramatic flourish, and then he looks to the sky.

      I glance at his bottle of wine, and find it hard to believe he’s seen that child any time recently. And yet, his sentiment seems to come from the heart. That, or he’s a good actor.

      I decide to play along. “Let’s wait till we’re married, first, shall we?” I say, smiling at my kaczuszka. I slip my arm around her shoulder. Play-acting. It’s just a game for now. Isn’t it?

      “You never know, mate,” says our hobo. “One little accident, one night of passion…”

      “Yeah, maybe tonight, huh?” my beautiful companion chimes in. She’s playing along too. Oh…please don’t joke about things like that, my darling. But I pull her a little closer.

      He’s street smart, of course, and he’s now picked up that our relationship is seriously fresh. And he’s doing his bit for me. “You’re meant to be together,” he rambles with conviction. “I can just see it. It’s right. Beautiful kids. Trust me. You need to get a ring on her finger, mate.”

      I’m not going to disagree with any of this. She, my Polish kaczuszka, is not picking up everything from his thick English vernacular. Perhaps for the best, for some of it is rather more vulgar than anything I had in mind for tonight. But she’s certainly getting the gist. She keeps her focus on her trembling fingers, and her little cigarette project. It’s not easy to roll one standing up. I wonder what she’s thinking.

      And I smile, enjoying some of the images he’s spinning. Though my insides are in knots. Make her mine? My future wife? These things, I want them too much to let them into my head. This man is taking my thoughts too close to the sun.

      At last, she is done. He lights the roll-up she’s just made, chattering away about our bright future and children, and warning us against the bottle, which he dangles before our eyes.

      I sense it’s time to remove ourselves. He’s had us for several minutes, and we’ll be here all night if he gets his way. He demands one last knuckle-touch from us both, and then we leave him to his wine, and his night, and his lost fatherhood.

      I think of the suffering he must know, alone on the streets, probably having lost someone he loved. More than likely through inattention or self-destruction. It won’t happen to me. I draw her closer with my arm.

      But all those things he said…uncanny. The ramblings of a lunatic? A drunkard’s nonsense? Sure. But was it destiny that we stumbled into a lunatic drunkard? One who’d been given the perfect script to read to a shy couple on a date? I want to believe it.

      As we walk away, my chilly hand nestles in the warm folds of the black, soft hood at her nape.
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        * * *

      

      I can feel the dream getting closer. My lips on hers. My lips on hers! Gentle. So gentle. Her lips on mine. Her lips on mine! It’s coming. I’ve never felt stars align like this.

      We’ve strolled some more, peering into the magnificent old college archways, beneath the glare of their surly porters. We passed her favourite sushi place. Took a short cut through a pub, where in winter she likes to come for the marshmallow roast, and down an alleyway. Finally, to the steps outside the Bodleian Library.

      We’re sitting down and looking at the Radcliffe Camera. It’s round and it’s grand and it’s ancient, and we’re close together, and she’s beautiful, and everything is perfect. She’s preparing her second roll-up of the night. My hand rests on her knee. It may be covered in thick denim, but I am still ravenous for that hint of a touch.

      We joke about smoking. She’s been at it since she was fourteen. I’ve never touched one. It’s not the kind of high I want. Only someone like her can bring that. “I can’t believe you’ve never been curious,” she chides. “You really should try it once.”

      “I don’t know if I should let you corrupt me that easily!” I argue. “It’s quite a record you’d be wrecking. And you already tried to get me drunk tonight.” I’m referring to the pint of cider we shared, of which she took only three sips. Yeah, I counted every drop of alcohol that went into her. It was precious little.

      She titters her girly little laugh, and drops the subject for a moment. I’m learning that my black-loving, dress-hating raven still has feminine charms she can’t hide. She’s shivering with cold, though she stubbornly denies feeling the air’s bite. She admits to getting distracted by shopping sometimes, though she’s more likely to walk away with a panda-theme pencil box than trendy clothing.

      She likes anything panda. Why is this so impossibly cute? I make a mental note for the first present I buy her. Which will be very, very soon, I tell myself. And as for the cold, I find myself pressing closer, wrapping my arm tight around this precious, fluffy bundle.

      She finishes rolling her cigarette, and scratches in her pockets for her lighter. She doesn’t do handbags. “Are you gonna try?” she questions.

      “If I do, what’s your challenge?” And I go for broke. On a whim. “I think you should give me a kiss.”

      She doesn’t skip a beat. “Hmm, I will think about it!” Yes! She’s not offended. Her tone drips with promise. That felt flirty. No doubt, now. She knows it’s coming. I feel safer this way. And there’s no hurry.

      I let her smoke, and we share ghost stories while we watch Oxford’s night owls scurry across the history-laden cobblestones. I am captivated and seduced by everything she says and thinks. My kaczuszka. I sit on her left and admire her pale, perfect hands, with their black-painted fingernails. Not a style I normally like. But this woman transcends style. She makes me forget those tastes I thought I had. And nothing can ruin the purity of her wonderful, soft face, white as snow.

      Her lips on mine. My lips on hers. I shudder. It’s going to happen. Tonight! Rarely is my life like a storybook, but my time has come.

      I’m going to walk her home now. I feel our moment coming closer. As we rise from our perch on the cold stone steps, I fish beneath her baggy fur sleeves and find her right hand.

      “Come on, fiancée,” I joke. “I should really take your hand if we’re to be engaged.”

      “It’s a little early,” she giggles. But she lets me take her tiny fingers in mine.

      “Of course it is, kaczuszka, don’t you worry,” I smile back. “I’m not gonna be surprising you just yet.”

      And nor will I. What matters — the only thing that matters in the world right now — is that her soft, warm, pretty little hand is wrapped up in mine. The walk to her home is a long one. 30 minutes will pass. 30 golden minutes. The first 30 minutes holding her hand. I love that I feel confident enough to take it slow. I love that this feels so natural. So inevitable.

      We pass the pub where she and her friends drink. I lock into her fingers a little tighter here, but she seems cool with this. I won’t let her go. Further up Parks Road, she lets me smell her fingers. And yes, it’s a pleasant aroma. Seductive naughtiness.

      Closer to her home, deeper into the night, I rub the pad of my thumb across hers. The tiniest sensation of brushing skin, and I feel king of the world. I have done this! All by myself! With the clumsiest of lines at an exhibition!

      I owe that drunken hobo a…well, maybe not a drink. I don’t know, but something good. He sent us a vibe, and I’ve run with it. I can’t stop smiling. Every breath is even sweeter than the last.

      And now, we’re at her house. I let go of her hand and we exchange pleasantries. It’s good night kiss time. I’ve never been more ready. I’ve never been less concerned.

      I lean in to embrace her, slipping my hands around her coat and cupping her shoulder blades. I ease my lips confidently towards hers.

      And she turns her cheek.

      I don’t move, just raise my eyebrows. I look down at her as I hold her there, time standing still. She looks away to her right.

      “You know I want that kiss…”

      “Actually, I’m fine. Thanks.”

      What? Who took her copy of the script?

      My brow furrows but I compose myself quickly, keeping hold of her. I’m more amused than anything. We’ve had such a fun-filled evening, I can’t bring myself to get annoyed. It’s all good. The hand-holding was enough to go on.

      “What, because I didn’t smoke your cigarette, huh?” I chuckle.

      She mumbles something I don’t recall, and disengages.

      Yet still I feel okay. Fine, she needs more time. She’s got some guy on the go — or at least she thinks she does. She feels guilty. Maybe confused. Or both. She’ll kiss me next time. And it’ll be all the sweeter for the wait.

      “Give me a wave from your window, okay?” I say to her.

      She nods as she turns and walks across the road. I watch her go, watch her unlock the door and go inside. I can see her silhouette going up the stars inside the mottled church-style window, and I see the light flick on in her second-floor room.

      She comes straight to the curtain and waves cheerfully. I wave back, and blow her a kiss. She blows me one back. And I feel okay.

      When I get home, I text her:

      
        
        Thank you for a great night. You made it special just by being you. And just so you know, I will not be giving up on you! Good night, and nice dreams please.

      

      

      She replies right away:

      
        
        I had a great night too. Thank you too and good night.

      

      

      There’s a smiley at the end. And I do sleep well. I will leave her for a couple of days, then start planning the next date. The night I truly win her over. The night we have our magic first kiss.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, all I can think of is her. When I get home from work, I decide to put my thoughts to good use, and write. About her. About our night. I have so much to say. So many vivid pictures to paint, though words can never suffice.

      I’m a page and a half into this manuscript, buried in the joy of describing her. Absorbed in the pleasure of sharing her beauty, her radiance, the way she has lit up my life.

      And halfway through the sentence you’ve already read — the one where the author got interrupted — her name flashes up on my phone. Kaczuszka! My little duckling! I pick up the handset and read what she has to say.

      
        
        Hey, I wanted to say that it was very nice yesterday and thank you for that but I wanted to make clear that I see you only as a friend.

      

      

      The f-word. A dagger to my heart. A blade sunk deep, and quickly, and twisted.

      The word I loathe most. The one I cannot bear to hear from a beautiful woman I crave. Anything but that word.

      That word, the one I deliberately tempted her to use long before I reached the point where it would crush me. And yet still she waited to use it. Waited until the moment I was committing her wonder to the written page. Until the moment she’d given me enough hope to dream. Given me enough of a taste to salivate.

      And those misplaced letters, halfway through a sentence about Snow White? They stand as testament to a laptop hurled against the wall. To a flood of tears. To a phone launched against the same wall, propelled in blind, hyperventilating fury.

      The f-word. Dagger to my heart. Dagger to my heart. Dagger to my heart.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ravens. Unusually intelligent birds. Highly adaptable. Omnivorous and opportunistic. Collective noun: a conspiracy. Considered in many cultures as birds of ill omen or death.

      

      

      
        
        ~ Contemporary extract from a popular encyclopaedia ~
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