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  I : A Morning In The Life




  “I'll have you know I'm a lawyer!”




  “I fail to see how that's relevant to our conversation?”




  “Well I know the law and you're harassing me!”




  “Sir, this is the first time we've called you in over a month.”




  “You don't need to call me. My wife is only trying to cause problems!”




  “Sir, she simply gave us your number. You answered the phone. Stop trying to avoid paying what you owe us.”




  “This isn't right!”




  “Sir, you owe us an extra £79 a month.”




  “I'm with the son you know?”




  “You have a son? Does he appreciate hearing you criticise his mother?”




  “What, you can't say that!”




  “If you don't start paying there will be repercussions, Sir. You have seven days before we start court proceedings. You take care now.”




  “Wait, you can't...”




  I push the disconnect button and breathe in a sigh of relief at the sudden silence. Just one more push in the fight towards justice I sardonically think to myself, throwing my headset onto the table so I can lean back in my chair. I feel like a daredevil, chair wobbling perilously as I put my feet up for a moment of respite. I work as a Senior Debt Advisor but I might as well be a hunter, a predator of weakness. I feed commercial plankton to corporate piranhas, gnawing at the entrails of poor financial guts to leave a gibbering paste of debt paying caviar, worthless and thrown in the bin after one bitter taste.




  With over seventeen years experience in consolidating debts and providing stabilisation.




  Call one of our operators today for a free debt consultation. We're at hand twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Don't fall for other tricks, join today with Randemix.




  I replace the headset around my head, tight embrace making my ears ring. I had complained to facilities management about giving me a kid sized headset but they said a replacement would come out of my own pay, a sacrifice I wasn't willing to give.




  I dial the next number on the list. “Hello, my name is Mike Johnson and I'm calling from Randemix, do you have a moment to speak?” I politely begin, before continuing the call, “uh huh, I'll just need to confirm security with you.” They confirm that I have indeed caught the right prey.




  “Thanks for that, ok so I need to talk about the debt you owe.” I pull the padded earplug off my ear as a tirade of words erupts from the headset.




  “Don't use that language with me, Sir.” I warn, knowing I can't end the call even if he shouts another hundred obscenities. The call rumbles on.




  Each day my mind is filled with a thousand voices.




  Each one demands my attention for some trivial problem that I have no interest in, yes Sir I empathise with your plight, no Miss I didn't forget of course I'll get straight on that . Empty words, empty promises. Words no more validated than a loan shark's promise that you won't get hurt. Everyone gets hurt, the only question is when it happens and how you deal with it. Do you stand and fight or roll over and take the blows.




  I've done both, but I'll get to that in time. Most customers fall into the latter, too scared of court and being caught in their own debt-ridden web.




  I reattach some bait to my headset lure and throw it out for another catch, ringing the next number on the list. A dash of rings later and it's 5pm, time to leave my hole of a cubicle. I'd only been back here for six months but it was better than my previous job, full-time homeworker and detainee.




  At least in this job I get to talk to people, even if they didn't want to talk to me. My co-workers were invisible, locked in their own individual cubicles (lower level), cupboard sized offices (middle level), and penthouse suits with en-suite bathroom complete with nine-hole mini golf (upper level). In only two short years I too could be lounging in a cupboard. Great aspirations were not on Randemix's agenda. Conversations were kept to scattered exchanges at the coffee machine, fragments of local politics and amusing anecdotes from recent telephone conversations. I log out of my computer and grab my coat and my duffel bag.




  Overtime could wait for another day.




  Too lazy to walk down four flights of stairs, I push the button for the elevator. As I play the elevator lottery, never knowing when my floor will be chosen, I stare through the window watching a bird flutter around. Each level has windows from floor to ceiling. Management see it as a motivational, mood-brightening device . That would be true if the cleaners spent any time wiping them down, that was if Randemix even employed cleaners. Perhaps that part of my contract that states keep workplace tidy extends to this vista. Instead we're left with a layer of dust and just enough light penetrating to give an ant a tan on a sunny day. The bird flies away leaving me staring at my own reflection. My face belies my age. At twenty seven, I still resemble a man in my early twenties, barely out of my teens. An acne-free, stubble wearing barely out of teens. My black hair was in need of a cut and resembled a nest, sticking out in all directions like I'd just got out of bed. I had spent the last thirty minutes of work napping so I wasn't surprised. I was lean built but athletic. Many a person had been surprised with my feats of strength from lifting heavy boxes of stationery, a whole fifty pens, to moving computers, wires dangling over my shoulders like the hair of Medusa. I wasn't entering strongman competitions but I could get by. I am wearing a plain purple shirt, collar stiff with starch, and a pair of freshly pressed black trousers. A thin, square, black tie sits around my neck as a noose would on a criminal, tight and unforgiving; a corporate leash. I quickly remove it and stuff it into my bag. My brown brogue shoes are freshly polished this morning and would have caught the sunshine if any actually managed to get through the window. Underneath my business man disguise I am wearing brightly coloured socks and patterned boxer shorts. The socks are shades of purple stripes interjected with dark blue blocks.




  My underwear depicts New York at night, complete with dazzling advertisements for upcoming Broadway shows that are now three years out of date. School had forced standard issue black or navy socks on me for countless years, once free I had embraced the rainbow future of the sock revolution. My drawer at home could have been a Dr Seuss poem: It had greenwizz and pinkup, blueblash and yellowcup. My underwear ranged from Hawaiian to cityscapes to just plain garish.




  A shrill ding heralds my winnings as the dank square elevator opens to allow entry. Someone has helpfully put gum over the first floor button. I take out a pen, acquired from work, and push the gummy button. On the short trip down I read a flyer attached to the wall. It announces ways in which Randemix values employees, none of which are even remotely true. From their motivational flyer you would think we are an incessantly happy, racially diverse, jet-setting group of marketeers. A quick glance around each floor would instead show you a racially diverse group of white, overweight men, some balding, all interested in the flint building in their belly-button, ooh a blue bit that wasn't there this morning. Randemix never did see itself as a trendsetting, office cliché breaking building. Why take risks when the standard demographic worked so well? It wasn't a question planned for their weekly business meetings, too busy practising their golf swing and developing muscles from lifting heavy pints afterwards. Even women are a rare commodity in Randemix, as if their appearance was a distraction for the hormonally challenged males populating the office. You had the obvious Secretary to the Vice Chairman blonde bombshell, though her attitude was more jagged shrapnel than sexual explosion. Then you had Switchboard Engineers who pushed a couple of buttons and spent the rest of the day gossiping. Finally you had Tannoy Announcer, a sultry voiced woman who was the first in, last out, and never seen. A common joke around the office was that she was the owner's ugliest daughter, forced into slavery and forever caged in the upper reaches of the office complex.




  I enter the car park and locate my car, a dark blue Hyundai Accent, with only two, almost careful previous owners. It had cost me next to nothing to purchase initially but had eaten my wallet plenty of times in the ensuing years. Still, I was attached to the gluttonous beast and wouldn't trade it away in a hurry. She was like a lovable tiger, all puppy-dog eyes and random possibility of total destruction and financial ruin. Randemix went with a progressive car park where space was undefined, designed by the lowest bidder. This resulted in some spaces being bigger than others.




  Perhaps it was a marketing ploy. A way to breed unhealthy competition before starting work, early starts rewarded with bigger spaces. Range Rover bullied Mini and Rover to secure the alpha spot.




  Smart staff picked the medium spaces. That was what I had done this morning. Now I only had to contend with the black Buick to the left or the scratched red paint of the Ford Focus on my right.




  With only minimal contortion I manoeuvre around the Ford, opening my door to the maximum possible angle of about forty-five degrees, before entering my car. It starts with a splutter, more bleating lamb than roaring tiger. The drive home is slow and silent. I remind myself once again to buy an MP3 player. My last one broke after an unfortunate incident when I had thrown it against the wall in anger. It was an appropriate reaction too, seeing as how my music player had developed schizophrenia. It decided that blending songs together was the way of the future and started randomly skipping from one song to another, picking a random starting point of each song.




  What I was left with was akin to a B-side that even Miles Davis would be scared to release.




  I arrive home and unlock the door, forced each time to jiggle the key a little to unlock it. A thief would only need to exert a little pressure to break the handle but I'm still too lazy to fix it. I don't want anyone around anyway. The neighbourhood is peaceful and that's exactly why I like it. Part of a cul-de-sac, I'm beset on all sides by homely gardens, some well tended others growing frenziedly. One part of the cul-de-sac is home to a retirement community or, as the local kids would call it, the 'Zombie Outreach Programme'. My house is part of a new development block that was created roughly ten years ago. It comes replete with double-glazing, loft insulation, and redbrick walls. The door itself is heavy set wood, giving me the impression that I enter a castle every time I open it.




  I open the door and look right through her: naked, frightened, kneeling on the cold wooden floor awaiting my return. I turn my back to her and lock the door.




  





  II : Hello...




  “...my name's Tina,” she said with girlish innocence. School had finished for the day and she had appeared beside me while I waded through the traffic jam of human bodies towards the school gates.




  “Uh-huh, Mike, hi,” I replied, coming out like an unrecognisable grunt. I had seen her hanging around Linda. Linda the stalker. Any person who was part of that crowd felt the full force of my monosyllabic shunning. Linda was around five foot tall, wiry, with non-existent features. Her scrawny dark brown hair was in need of a horticulturist, ears jutting out like nesting pools for birds to shelter upon. Her nose had been hammered into her face and left to form into whatever shape it wanted. Her green irises, the colour of mossy twigs, stared out between sunken eyeballs. Her school uniform never looked like it fitted properly, she was constantly pulling at her shoulders to stop the rolls of excess shirt from creating ripples over her body. Her ass and breasts hadn't developed and her neck almost protruded, as if nature hadn't quite decided whether it was creating a man or a woman. When a class ran out of rulers and needed a straight line they borrowed Linda. She was the kind of girl who declares her love by telling the head teacher that you punched her in the face in class. The kind of girl who fails to understand why the head teacher dismisses her when evidence shows we don't have any classes together and I was in the library, witnessed by two dozen people, while she was getting punched in the face in a class that hadn't existed. The kind of girl you laugh about, feel bad for a few seconds, then laugh some more. These memories swirled around my head and made it difficult to become invested in Tina, instantly labelling her as a 'stalker sympathiser'. I tried to recall when Linda first invaded my life but it was as if my memory had erased it in trying to help me avoid the worst of the pain. I realised that Tina was staring at me and that we had walked quite a distance, most likely in silence while she awaited an answer.




  “Huh,” I grunted.




  She looked at me with a slight tilt in her head, the same animation as a confused bird trying to understand English. “So, are you friends with Linda?” Innocently repeated without a shred of annoyance.




  I stared at her with contempt. “No.” My voice sounded devoid of emotion.




  A confusing look covered her face. “Oh. She told me you guys were... friendly?”




  I felt physically sick at the implication, giving Tina another look of disgust. “No, I don't like her.” My voice could have crushed cars.




  “Oh,” the briefest of silences passed between us, like a thin covering of cloud on a sunny day.




  “So what's your favourite color?”




  “Black,” I lied with a surprisingly quick response given the current average in this conversation. My answer fit my mood more than my favourite color, which was actually purple.




  Purple is the color of man. It's the calm, peaceful blue mixed with the danger of red. The midnight mysteriousness of cobalt fused with the romanticism of crimson.




  She giggled at me. “That's not a color, it's a shade. Mine is green,” her answer irritatingly chirpy.




  “Oh,” I somehow managed to answer, stifling a yawn.




  The questions continued, each less probing than the last, until I knew her favourite food, TV show, and brand of perfume. Our paths diverged at the main road to the school, Tina heading left to catch the school bus while I sauntered right to walk the short distance home. I felt a strange sense of superiority over those who had to use public transport, like my life was somehow more enriched by the aches of swollen cankles. She had left my head spinning with inanity, a canvas even the most abstract artist would fail to find inspiration in.




  Notice the sharp brush strokes in the top-left corner depicting the artist's anger at civilisation.




  How this cubist movement conveys a lack of sanity, a hold on the world dripping slowly away in splatters of paint.




  The next day I started noticing Tina around school. She wasn't stalking me, she had just made herself known amongst the school-child identikit.




  She was certainly better to look at than Linda. Her hair was auburn ginger, leaning closer to red than to orange. Her long legs stretched out under her skirt, impossibly long for her age. An age unknown to me, but no doubt would be included in her next conversational assault. Her ass was indecipherable in the loose fitted plain grey pleated skirt. Her breasts were on the small size but pert, comfortably holding her top in place without sagging ripples in the material. I had small hands and they would fill those so that was more than enough for my teenage imagination. I was more interested in a good ass anyway, but kept that to myself during locker time meetings. At eighteen, liking ass more than breasts was analogous to saying your favourite dinner was two thick sausages followed by chocolate fudge for dessert; a social disaster and a one track path to social isolation. She tucked her white shirt into her skirt and wore her navy tie as directed, choosing to ignore the fashion trend of leaving the front out and wearing a loose tie below two unbuttoned buttons. It was a trend that screamed I let guys finger me and forget to tuck my shirt back in afterwards. It was only while she continued to consume my thoughts in maths class, not a difficult feat to be distracted by any means, that I realised I was attracted to her.




  Realising my infatuation, I almost felt bad at how I had acted with her yesterday when I didn't even know her. That didn't stop me deciding to continue the trend. I had been an inconsiderate jerk and she had continued talking to me anyway, hanging on my silences like a monkey clings to branches. Maybe it would work if I continued acting that way. I had nothing to lose. My young infatuation followed any long legs with a heartbeat. My record with girls had been non-existent and I was constantly trying, and failing, to pander to their demands. My computer generated shoulder had many a female friend crying on it during night long web chats, only to find them chasing after some other wolf in panther clothing. I was the every-man of school, general friends with most groups but invited out by none.




  I had friends from the geeks, the sports lovers, the popular guys, the bitchy girls, the library hideaways, the chess loners, and even the attention seeking lesbians, yet my phone still consisted of twelve numbers. Seven of those numbers were made up from my family and, strangely, my doctor. How's it going doc, want to go out and get a drink? I'd probably have considered it if my doctor was a buxom blonde with an insatiable thirst to teach young boys the art of sex and not a sixty year old man with liver spots and a crooked back. When it came to physical sexual exploration, I was the runt of the litter. When other boys started wearing cologne and deodorant, I wore panic and desperation.




  When other guys had their first kiss, I woke up with a sticky pillow, magical dream kisses quickly disappearing from memory. When other guys had their first fumble in the dark from a teasing game of truth or dare, I was having another fumble in the dark with Mrs Hand and Mistress Porn. I had more sexual experience in my head from hand exercise than drops in the ocean. In my defence, I felt my mental sexual knowledge was infinite and expansive, if only someone would let me practice it practically. My 'serious attempts at getting a date'




  record read zero for six from what I thought had been reasonable prospects. Countless other times had been hopelessly pitching above my weight, a fantasy dream that Mrs Glamour would consider my passing comments and fall into my arms.




  Naivety was my teenage strong point. At times I chased a passing breath, inextricably convinced that a casual glance had been an undying declaration of love. If I were a baseball player I would have been cut from the amateur leagues before the close of the first season. I had entered the friend zone enough times to make a spin-off series to the twilight zone. You are about to enter another dimension. A dimension not only of loneliness and regret, but of depression. A journey into a desolate land of masturbation.




  Next stop, The Friend Zone . I'd heard it all: “It's not you, it's me,” “I already have a boyfriend,”




  “We're just not compatible,” or my personal favourite, “Ew really, you like me? Ew get away from me.”




  Tina found me while leaving school again. A couple of inane questions later and she was asking me for my mobile number, a shocking revelation that I didn't expect. Naturally I handed my number over without thinking it through, saw love blossoming where only mere friendship may be.




  She slotted in nicely between Mum and Tony, a guy I felt gave me his number out of pity more than friendship, his texts limited to ' send to all'




  New Year well wishing. I never even considered that Tina had been too forward or that I was getting in way over my head with a potential stalker, I just handed over my number and stopped breathing for a few seconds as she took it. Strange how attraction works. Linda was just as forward but made my skin crawl, Tina made my skin tingle.




  I discovered her lack of interest in sports and favourite brand of phone before she left me for her bus. When she left she gave me a twinkling smile full of promise, or perhaps I imagined it from developing interest. My interactions with women usually led to awkward imagination spells. If my imagination was accurate, half the faculty would have taken me into the staff room for extra curricular or a stern telling off. I received a text message mere minutes after seeing her skip onto her bus, “ur fun to talk to,” followed by another five minutes later, “thx for givin ur #.” I tried ignoring her texts for a few hours, my attempt at being mysterious, before taking another hour through sweaty palms to attempt a witty reply, “Anytime. Just ask.” I then proceeded to freak out. Anytime? Anytime for what, was she going to ask for my number more than once? Just ask? Ask for what? I sounded like a pervert sitting alone in a movie theatre, hey there, want a taste of popcorn? I lamented the fact that phones didn't have a recall message feature and awaited the inevitable rejection text.




  My phone buzzed. “Heehee, thx.” I stared dumbfounded, amazed at her casualness. It was almost as if she hadn't felt any ulterior motives from the text and, instead, had responded like a normal, considerate human being. I was entering uncharted territory, a girl who may actually like me.




  The next day, after learning about Tina's favourite holiday location, a strange choice in Venezuela, I received a question that peaked my interest. “So what are you doing this weekend?” She asked as she looked at me with her Cockatoo tilt, endearingly cute in its innocent inquisitiveness.




  I stared at her for perhaps a second longer than was necessary. “Not much. Why?” I didn't want to explain my usual weekend: Sleep, game, dinner date with Mrs Hand, sleep.




  “Well,” she began, “wanna see a movie?” She sounded so blasé it almost seemed natural. I found it hard to believe a girl would naturally ask me anywhere except the edge of a cliff to throw me over. I choked out a response, “Sure... I guess,” almost whispered as my heart hammered up my throat, heading out my mouth to evacuate the impending meltdown.




  She smiled at me, her teeth perfectly white and straight, “Well text me later and we can plan it.” She gave me a fleetingly affectionate touch on the arm as she left me to get her bus. I assured myself the resulting tingles going up my arm were not the creations of my over-active imagination.




  My mind went into overdrive on the way home. It was Friday. I only had one day until the weekend, unless she meant Friday, which could be part of the weekend. What if she meant Friday? Friday night, tonight! How could I possibly prepare in that time? I had to get home right now and plan what I would say, what I would do, how I would act. My brain was awash with fresh fear as I pictured the worst date in the history of mankind, full of sullen faces and ending with a slap.




  Arriving home, I gibbered through my parents' questions about the banality of the day. English class had been horrible. Yes I had homework. No I hadn't been bullied today. Yes Sir, No Ma'am. My mother's warning not to fall asleep before dinner ringing in my head, I ascended the stairs to my bedroom. My room had three distinct zones: entertainment, recreation, and fashion.




  Entertainment consisted of a twenty-four inch television with tiny plastic wires snaking in every direction. Attached to the wires was an old DVD player, an old PlayStation two, and an old computer. The television doubled as a computer monitor to save me space, of which I needed every cubic inch just to fit inside. The recreation aspect consisted of a bed and some books, one of which, War & Peace, propped up a corner of the bed to stop me slipping off during the night. Sleeping and reading were the only two recreational habits I explored. The fashion zone was where I headed now, composed of a single small wardrobe and set of drawers, both painted in fading white with chipped corners.




  In all my commotion I almost forgot that the date wasn't scheduled yet. Picking up my phone, I braved the horrors of the first move.




  My text hand shaking, “When do you want to see a movie?” I asked in full worded clarity. I had never entered the text speak fad and didn't see sense in starting now.




  It only took thirty seconds before my phone buzzed an answer, “2nite gd?” Tina was not of the same opinion as I was about text speak.




  Slipping over the numpad, I managed to eke out a reply, “Sure. What do you want to see?” Her texts flew back quicker than a machine powered tennis racket, batting our conversation to and fro. “Nythin. Meet @8 and see wats on”




  “Sounds good,” I replied as if finalising the deal, not sure how to progress the conversation any further through texts. I had a quick glance at the clock: 16:03. Less than four hours to make myself kissable, huggable, and hand-holdable, the relationship trifecta I had dreamed of for so long.




  I opened each of the two drawers and the wardrobe doors to perfectly select my attire. For my top I had the choice between a generic black t-shirt with band motif or a generic black hooded top with band motif. Both bands were heavy metal, one depicting angry men screaming at anyone nearby, the other showing half naked women coiled together in a pit of snakes with blood flowing from their bitten necks. I questioned the logic of wearing either outfit in front of Tina. Why yes, I suck on the first date...blood that is, ha ha ha. My choice of top could be complimented with one of four equally shabby sets of denim jeans in varying shades of dark blue or black. All of my jeans were equally frayed at the bottom with holes present in two out of the four pairs. The winning pair for disrepair displayed my knees for all to see.




  For underneath, I had the choice between black or grey socks and black or white boxer shorts. This was the least of my worries on a first date but it still took me twenty minutes to decide. When my life consisted of wearing a uniform five days a week, followed by two days of hibernation, I had rationalised that clothes were a formality I could easily avoid. This rationale was now biting back as I imagined her face if I wore any of these clothes.




  Sneaking into my parents bedroom I ruffled through my dad's wardrobe. I found a nice blue casual shirt with thin vertical black lines and some tan corduroy jeans with no holes or frays. I whispered thanks to the gods for giving me a dad with similar measurements. With a little folding at the bottom and my school belt fully tightened the jeans stayed on my pointed hips without looking like I purchased them from a jumble sale. The shirt was overlong so I tucked it in, transforming into that guy you avoid. I pulled the shirt back out and left it loose, hoping it was seen as a sign of cool casualness. Dad's feet were the exception so I had to wear my school shoes to keep up the façade of owning respectable clothing. Just as I was checking my hair for the seventh time my mum shouted up the five minute warning for dinner.




  I jumped the stairs two at a time as I descended to the kitchen, the smell of succulent meat roasting in gravy and spices guiding me to my chair.




  My dad was the first to comment. “Isn't that my shirt?”




  I stared at myself in shock and awe, before sending a humourous look of sarcasm in his direction. “And your trousers...mind if I borrow them?”




  “Bit late to ask now,” my mother chimed in, looking me up and down in wonderment at my transformation from black shadow to colourful golfer.My dad matched my smile. “Sure son, any reason why you've decided to stop worshipping Satan?” Dad had never appreciated the black series of apparel that I lived in.




  “No reason, just going out with a few friends,” I told the room, incorporating both of my parents in my general conversation, hoping to deflect the subject onto something else.




  My mum wasn't having any of it, a sly smile forming on her lips as she looked at me. “A few-girl- friends,” innocently insinuated like only a mother knows how.




  I kept my tone as casual as possible, “Don't know, might be a few,” simultaneously spoken while trying to stop my face from glowing red. The dinner passed in relative discomfort as my parents bombarded me with more questions. I tried to dodge them as effectively as bullets on a tank, instead coming off as a hang-glider caught in a whirlwind. Free-falling into disaster, I swiftly swallowed the last of my dinner and bid my farewells. Before I left I swigged a quick swash of mouthwash and stole some aftershave before spitting the mouthwash into the sink. I now smelled like a Japanese floor infused with an oriental woody blend of yuzu, cinnamon, nutmeg, saffron, verbena, sage, and coriander. I grabbed my coat and left the house, avoiding the last round of questions from my enquiring parents.




  I arrived at thirty minutes before eight, hopeful to avoid showing too much eagerness. Eight came and went and my composure started to falter. I sent her a text at eight-ten that went unanswered.




  Ten more minutes edged by while I went in to grab a movie brochure to see what was playing.




  Avoiding the weepy romantic comedies and overly macho action movies, I settled on Million Dollar Baby, showing at 9.30pm. She would get to see an empowered woman, showing that I totally don't have a problem with liberal feminism, and I would get to see Clint Eastwood. I was just about to consider arranging my own funeral to avoid the embarrassment at school on Monday when I caught a glimpse of Tina as she rounded a nearby corner. She started heading in my direction and my heart skipped a beat as I scanned her body from afar. Her beauty took my breath away as I saw her out of regulation school clothing for the first time. She was wearing a white sleeveless top adorned with multi-coloured flowers, done in a way that looked as if the flowers were being blown by the wind upward and off the left of the top. I wondered if the design carried around the back, a frivolous thought that flew away in the wind amongst her leafy top. A black cardigan was loose around her arms, worn as if it was a cape with the arms not inside the holes, instead holding the cardigan on with her shoulders. Her skirt was black and frilled, sheer tights making her legs shimmer. I couldn't see it from this angle but would notice later that the back of her tights had a cute pattern, as if a pale pink ribbon had been tied but had came undone and fallen down the back of her legs. The outfit was completed with black high heels. The overall look reminded me of the sexiest chessboard I'd ever seen, black and white combining together to give her a striking appearance where your eyes roved from dark to light, innocence with a shadowed edge. Her hair flowed from her head, over her shoulders, and down her back. Her hair had been curled and bounced on her shoulders with each step. As she neared me, I started to make out further details about her appearance. Make-up adorned her face, something strictly forbidden in school. Make-up was a rare commodity for my eyes, only ever appearing in sustained viewing when midnight movies had heavily plastered women made from half flesh and half silicon. Even my mother didn't wear make-up, preferring the alfresco look. Tina's make-up was far more delicate and carefully done than anything I had viewed before in detail. Her lips and cheeks were covered in transparent sparkling gloss that caught the street lights. Her ears matched the sparkle with two diamanté studs.




  The feature piece was her eyes. They were the colour of pure blue oceans, the kind untouched by man and teeming with wildlife. I drank in her eyes, swam in them, bathed myself in their glory.




  They shone like blue lightning, electrifying my senses. I discreetly tried to readjust myself as my boxer shorts tightened painfully.




  “Hi sorry I'm late!” she called out, voice raised to talk above the traffic and crowds nearby.




  I shrugged with fake indifference and called back, “No problem, I haven't been here long,” a reply attempted to be coated with nonchalance, instead hiding a quiver from my voice as it tried to betray my wonder at her appearance. Getting my voice under control I continued, “the movie doesn't start for an hour so what should we do?” Tina pondered my question for less than a second. “Let's walk around,” she suggested, taking my hand and leading me down the street. Her hand felt warm and soft in mine, a perfect match.




  Unfortunately, her hand had pushed a secret mute button on my palm and it stopped my brain communicating with my mouth. I found my mouth drying up as if I had eaten crackers before she arrived. I tried to stop staring at our hands, each time stealing a glance to convince myself this was really happening. My hand! It was incredible, her hand was as soft as silk curtains and as warm as a blanket on a cold winter night. She continued pushing my buttons, finding the big red one marked do not touch, danger of sweat . My hand seeped fluid, eager to ruin this moment like a slippery fish from the grasp of a fisherman.




  “...and she told me how Billy was...” my mind only heard fragments as if they were echoed around the room, scattered sonar blasts, “...you hear about that?” she finished. I realised I needed to answer.




  I hazarded a reply, “No, haven't heard anything,” unsure if I was lying or not.




  She giggled at me in a way that implied affection, or so I hoped. “Oh. Well it's all over school but don't tell anyone I told you.” The ideas in my head had a momentary shock of clarity, as if a lightning strike had connected,




  “Well I guess you'll need to keep me quiet somehow,” I replied, hoping it came off as flirtatious more than creepy. Her stare told me I was safe, eyes narrowing mischievously at my comment. My palms still raged with sweat and I hoped she wouldn't notice the trickles of water forming on my fingers. I didn't press home my advantage, too nervous of being rejected at this early stage.




  “Oh hey I've been here,” Tina said as she turned away and spied a nearby nightclub, “it's a great place. They never ask for ID. Even when I was younger they just let me in. You ever been?”




  “Uhh.” My mind panicked. My conversation wheel spun from topic to topic: Music, video games, television, movies, sports, current social events at school, limited gossip picked up from school, current celebrities who I felt would be worth talking about, science and nature on the off-chance that she had an interest, or family should it progress that far. No nightclub conversation topics, the wheel landing on a large red question mark against a haze of darkness. My mind went blank, giving up on providing any assistance. I just shook my head and said no, so quiet I wasn't even sure she heard me, not even sure I actually spoke the words and didn't just think them. Silence descended like a cloak of fog, covering us both in its choking grasp. My air felt restricted, my heart hammered, my palms now definitely pouring with liquid fear.




  “Well it's great, we should go sometime,” she said, rescuing the conversation and improbably suggesting a second date. My mind hadn't recovered, however, and I walked silently beside her like a chided child beside his mother. Speak I screamed at myself while my voice ignored her simple questions. Questions on nightclubs, dancing, drinking, dance music, topics I hadn't studied for in preparation for the first date test.




  Guess an answer! Say anything! Silence reigned supreme in my mouth. The hour dragged along with my presence the broken leg to her perfectly healthy body, better to be amputated off to allow freedom than continue pulling it along with increasing difficulty. We made it back to the movie theater, Tina still trying to resuscitate my lifeless mouth with her airy words. Our hands had parted around the forty minute mark and I'd never resumed feeling her silky touch, a bad sign that even a virgin dater could spot. I bought two tickets while she went to grab some popcorn and drinks.




  We reconvened at the steps to the upper level, going up to screen five where the movie was starting. It was already dark when we entered and Tina held on to the side of my shirt as we headed up the stairs to the back, an area less crowded than the middle. I didn't even glance at the front, my distaste for a cricked neck keeping me from that section.




  Her eyes gripped me again as the adverts played. I wanted to learn to scuba dive if only to swim inside her eyes, sink deep to see how far they illuminated, where the essence came from.




  Thoughts of windows and souls somehow felt profoundly possible. They were truly mesmerizing.




  Tina was looking back at me. I couldn't tell if she was perplexed or expectant but in that moment I experienced an out of body experience. It wasn't me down there looking at her, nor me who shockingly leaned over and touched her face with a hand. A hand estranged from its family of sweat. A hand that pulled her head, her face, her lips to mine. Contact that sent my body back to earth with a crash of feeling. Her lips were wetter than mine, a waterfall caressing stone until the stone was as smooth and slippery as the water itself. Her breath was hot and mixed with her perfume to surround me with the smell of fiery rose petals.




  Her mouth was slightly parted, showing a hint of teeth as her lips left mine for a second. All fear erased, my hand went to her hair to touch and caress as I awaited her return. My hand went through her luxurious hair, each strand covered with softness only outmatched by her lips. Our lips touched again. This time her mouth parted slightly further as her tongue probed for my mouth. I was caught off guard but responded in kind, my tongue exchanging my mouth for hers. Her tongue was experienced and knew exactly how to twist and undulate to cause shivers to run up my spine. With zero kissing comparison, she was a master with a degree in kissing. I, in turn, tried my best to match her flicks to keep this synchronous dance going. Thirty seconds later, but feeling like so much more, it ended. My lips felt empty as hers split from mine, the tingle of her saliva still fresh upon my skin.




  A fire had erupted in her ocean eyes. “Took you long enough! I wanted that since you told me to keep you quiet,” she giggled with mock anger.




  My face broke into a blush. “I...was being a gentleman,” unable to justify my cowardice.




  “Well it wasn't bad for your first kiss,” she spoke with a smile, a second fit of giggles coming after my face erupted, shocked at her knowledge of my inexperience.




  Nervous sweat beaded my forehead, fearful that this episode would be spread around school, did you hear the one about the virgin kisser?




  “How did you know?”




  “Don't worry,” she said, still giggling her cute, sunshine spreading laughter, “it was nice.” Even a lie can be beautiful.




  Her praise broke my barriers, all floodgates opened at once as my brain remembered it was connected to my mouth. Words flew out of me at Mach ten. Topic after topic shot at her like machine gun fire. She was taken aback at my sudden enthusiasm, but in what appeared to be a congenial way, and responded to my questions with interest. I found inanity fascinating, taking my own turn to discover her interests as I found out that her favourite music was dance, naming numerous disc-jockeys that I had no knowledge about. Her favourite movie was Finding Nemo, because of the cute fish , and her favourite food was chilli con carne. Our voices raised with each topic we had in common, soon shouting and laughing as our voices spoke above the start of the movie. I was just about to move the topic to talk about her family when an attendant came over and asked us politely to leave. We didn't care to protest, no longer having an interest in sitting still and ignoring each other to watch a movie for two hours.Tina's infectious giggles leaped around the night and filled my heart with warmth. “So you do have a voice!” Her tone flirtatious, her eyes sparkling sapphires.




  I held up my hands as an offer of mercy before. “I just don't know anything about nightclubs.” I hoped my truthfulness was appreciated.




  “Really!?” she gasped with glee, “then let's get you some experience” and with that she looped an arm through mine and started pulling me down the street. The nightclub she had talked about earlier loomed in place, a line already forming outside. It was called Bloom and had a flower where the second O should have been. Two bouncers stood ominously at the front of the line letting in one group at a time. We went to the back of the line and waited. The time went quickly in a haze of kisses, each one helping me gain a little more experience in what she wanted. At one point I felt her fingers undo a button and her hand slide inside my shirt. The chilly night air was already bracing but I didn't complain when her frozen fingers rubbed at my chest, the sensations adding to the electricity of the kiss. Her hand soon warmed to my skin, her flesh softening as each fingertip traced an independent line over my skin.




  As we neared the end of the line she removed her hand, forcing me to button my shirt again. The heat of her hand still lingered on my skin as the frigid night air tried to pierce my shirt.




  “I.D. please,” the bouncer on the left asked, surprising me out of my inner thoughts. He was built like an oak tree with curly blonde hair cut short and darkest blue eyes that could have passed for black.




  Tina looked shocked. “What?” She implored, her face falling in despair at the request.




  “I.D., miss,” the bouncer repeated, a gust of visible air released upon each syllable.




  I stepped in, “We don't have them sorry,” as I patted my pockets to feign a dopey sense of forgetfulness, “but we're both 18 so can't we get in?”




  “Doesn't matter,” the bouncer on the right said with a firm voice, “no I.D., no entry.” He was a willow tree with drooping limbs and gangly features.




  Tina turned to me, “come on,” irritation plain for everyone to see as she grabbed my arm and led me away. A few chuckles from groups in the line followed us on the wind as we took our walk of shame.




  Tina continued complaining even as the flower disappeared into the distance. “I never liked that place anyway,” she pouted as we walked aimlessly down streets, our feet leisurely carrying us on auto-pilot as we chatted together. Even her pout had an allure to it, making my skin prickle and my loins tingle as I stared at her face, lost to whatever words were being uttered by her lascivious lips. Somehow we ended up back at the cinema, a fitting looping end. It was getting late and Tina was the first to crack, telling me that she should get home. Even as I was contemplating freezing the moment, just picking it up and carrying it around in my pocket forever, time carried on with Tina saying her farewells. We promised to see each other on Monday and my heart fluttered once more, a promise for future romance enough to buoy my feet upon invisible air. For the first time ever I was going to be excited about going to school. Tina gave me one final kiss on the cheek, her saliva sticking to my cheek with freezing air, an immortal memory of our time together. A cheek I wouldn't wash until Monday morning. I sat in fear as I watched her go away, thinking the date had been a disaster and that she wouldn't want to see me again, irrational fears that were packed standard with every first date but unknown to me. With one turn, wave, and smile goodbye, my fears vanished. It was going to be ok.




  On Monday it was made official in the only way we knew how, holding hands as we walked down the hallway. Hushed whispers followed us from hallway to corridor, gossip yet to be spread.




  Seventh times the charm I thought to myself, embracing the life of a boyfriend.




  





  III : An Evening In The Life




  She is naked except for a choker around her neck and knee high multi-coloured socks with diamond patterned shades of pink and black. The choker has a small heart locket attached by a chain. If you opened the locket you would see a picture of my dick inside, the only thing she is required to love and worship, an act she takes to naturally. Her face is neatly done with make-up, accentuated with foundation to make her skin smooth and pale.




  Her cheeks are rouged with added blush from her embarrassment at being naked before me, an embarrassment she puts on for show, pinching her cheeks before I come home so they glow redder.




  She knows I enjoy the innocent charade it creates.




  Her eyes are blackened with an eyeliner, adorned with a dark black hue of eyeshadow. Her lipstick is a dark purple that wouldn't be remiss on the walls of a seedy boudoir and is just as resilient to stains and removal. From the neck up she is hauntingly, beautifully gothic in appearance. From the neck down she could be any nondescript amateur flasher. Her breasts are perfectly formed mounds that stand firm without the aid of a bra. When held, her breasts feel like perfectly calibrated bags of jelly with two tight tips attached. Her nipples are hard from exposure to the air and are surrounded by small pale pink areolas, once dark, now lightened by frequent exposure to sunlight.
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