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         Something is different. His snoring wakes her as usual, the familiar sound of his soft palate rattling against the back of his throat. And, as usual, he has kicked off the duvet in his sleep and now lies facing the cold wall, only in a t-shirt and boxer shorts. The double duvet has gathered in heavy folds around her. She pushes it away and swings her legs over the side of the bed. Her toes shrink away from the cold floor, but she might as well get up, the alarm will go off in five minutes anyway. Between his snores, there is a peculiar silence.

         He doesn’t want to wake up. He’s conscious enough to be able to think it, or perhaps it’s more that he can feel it, a sluggish reluctant feeling. He doesn’t want to wake up. He wants to remain in sleep, in the warmth and the dark where nothing is expected of him, where no one will speak to him. No actions, no words; just a body, without form or direction, drifting. This is how he feels every morning, right before he wakes.

         There’s something odd about the light, too. As it reveals her reflection in the mirror, the toothbrush poking out between her chapped lips, her cheeks greyish and still swollen from sleep. It’s an unusual morning light, but it is the middle of February. She pulls her pyjama shirt up over her head, revealing the woollen top beneath, and leans over to peek through the curtains. The lawn covered in a blanket of white and powdery drifts swirl above it. Snow. It envelops the garden in a silence so still it’s like sound’s polar opposite. That explains it. An icy gust hits the window and she lets the curtain fall back into place, steps into the shower and turns the temperature knob as far towards the red dot as it will go.

         He doesn’t want to, but he has to. The alarm’s insistent ringing vibrates his eardrums, demanding that he get up. He can’t fight it, even as he rolls around and his lower back complains. The same old stiffness he wakes to every morning, like his body overnight has become a piece of wood and must find its way back to flesh. He leans over and hits the alarm with his palm. It’s quiet, strangely quiet. No hum of traffic on the roads, no background noise from the electricity pylons or the neighbour’s rowdy fridge. And what about her? He regards the empty space next to him where the mattress has sunk a little. Has she already left?

         It isn’t easy to get the cold to leave her body. Her feet are like ice cubes cracking as boiling water runs over them. It takes several minutes before she actually starts to feel warm. The water runs over her face, shoulders and neck and splashes off the curves of her breasts and the folds of her stomach. Little by little, the body comes back to itself, as if it had retreated to somewhere else for a while, and is now returning, a warm-blooded creature once more, brought to life under the cascade of warmth. She takes some soap from the bottle on the shelf and froths it up with a yellow sponge, letting the foamy suds slide down to her abdomen and in between her thighs. Standing there in the warmth, a lazy longing rises up in her.

         No, he can hear her, or he can hear something at least. The familiar sound of water falling from the wide shower-head in the bathroom, like one of the heavy tropical downpours they kept getting caught in when they travelled to Indonesia together. No matter how many times it happened, it always took them by surprise. An ocean of water would fall out of the sky, just like that, only to disappear again, as suddenly as it arrived. The door protests as he opens it and walks past the shower curtain to sit down on the toilet. The toilet seat is cold against his thighs and the steam of his morning urine rises visibly in the chill. Through the shower curtain, he can see the vague shadow of her body. Her round, naked body—a rare sight in the winter months when she keeps it so wrapped up in layers that he almost forgets what it looks like, or feels like for that matter. It’s been a while. He pulls his t-shirt up over his head and kicks his boxer shorts off.

         He could have at least managed a “Morning” or “Hi” when she’s so obviously stood only a metre away from him behind the curtain. When they just so happen to live together, as they have done for the past 15 years. She bends over, lifts one leg and scrubs the hard skin of her heel with the sponge. But, as usual, he stays silent; he never says anything unless he’s required to. There she was, alone and feeling so warm and soft and full of longing; it only took his presence to make her feel big and heavy again. She thinks of all that snow outside. It must have been snowing for hours already. Will he even be able to drive?

         His electric toothbrush propels saliva and toothpaste around his mouth, obliterating the sour taste of sleep. Won’t she hurry up so he can get to the shower? He catches a glimpse of her through the side of the curtain—her round body, warm and red from the water—and he has a sudden urge to touch it. Touch her buttocks. Reach out and take them in his hands. Back when they lived in a small apartment in Southampton, they’d often shower together, their wet bodies pressed up against each other. He puts the toothbrush down, spits and steps towards the shower curtain, feeling his lower back complaining again. She pulls the curtain aside.

         He’s right in front of her, naked. His skin is darker than hers. Not brown, but pinkish and hairy. Incredible, she thinks, that there is still so much hair on his chest, legs and crotch when the hair on his head has almost all but disappeared. For a moment, she pictures the year 8 boys and their smooth, hairless bodies at swimming on Friday. What is he doing, standing there and looking at her so oddly? He almost gave her a shock. “It’s snowing.” Her words make him move a step to the side. The cold has already hit her again; it bites even more against her warm skin. She reaches for a towel, and rubs her hair dry. “I don’t have any classes today, thankfully, but you might have trouble getting out.” She wraps the towel around her head and takes a bigger one from the rail. “You’ll probably have to use the shovel.”

         She’s chattering away as usual. He turns on the shower and lowers the temperature a little. He can hear her saying something on the other side of the curtain, but he can’t hear what exactly, just the sound of her voice, its frustrated tone. It was otherwise so peaceful. That strange stillness, the silence of snow. That was what she said. It’s snowing. What about the meeting with Andrew? Now she’s saying something about pastries. That word he can distinguish through the gushing water. Then the door closes. Alone again, he stands, without moving, under the shower-head, wishing he could crawl back into bed and into sleep. But it’s no use. He turns the temperature knob as far towards the blue dot as it will go, letting icy water run over his skull, making it tingle. Then he turns it off.

         There is a soft thump as the cat leaps off the windowsill and lands in front of her. “Meow,” it purrs affectionately. It had been stood by the window, pressing its nose against the cold glass as if it wanted to go out. “Alright alright, I’m here now,” she murmurs, pulling a thicker pair of socks over the socks she’s already wearing and stuffing her feet into a pair of leather slippers. Water from her hair trickles down the back of her neck but she doesn’t have time to dry it now. The cat struts into the kitchen ahead of her, its tail held aloft. She notices that its fur is darker around the anus. It’s headed for its bowl. “Meow.” What if he ends up stuck at home, she thinks. She had been looking forward to her day alone. The cat rubs itself against her legs. She opens the fridge and takes out a carton of cream. Squatting down next to the bowl, she pours and the cat’s rough tongue licks the back of her hand in anticipation.

         He lifts the window latch and pushes firmly on the frame, but the window won’t budge an inch. Frost. He pushes harder and hears the ice cracking around the edges. Then the window springs open and crisp, cold air rushes in, merging with the steam from the shower. Hot and cold. He inhales deep into his lungs, recalling a fact from one of his first Chemistry classes at the polytechnic all those years ago: snow is really just warm steam that rises and freezes high up in the atmosphere. A layer of white powder has settled on the windowsill. He reaches out and draws a clumsy heart with his index finger in the porous water molecules.

         She looks out of the window, it’s starting to get really light now. A soft, blue glow hovers like dust on the garden’s powdery trees, like the blue light in that Kieslowski movie they saw many years ago when they lived in London. In those days, they went to the cinema a lot. Sat there in the dark, holding hands or his hand on her leg, sliding gradually between her thighs throughout the film. They don’t really do that anymore. They take the girls, of course. There seems to be an infinite supply of children’s movies to be watched. Speaking of the girls, it’s time to wake them up, the sooner the better.

         It goes so fast. In the time it takes him to pull up his jeans, fasten them, pull a jumper over his head and put his wallet into his back pocket, the two girls have already jumped out of bed, dressed and are seated themselves at the breakfast table, lively as ever. Even in winter, their faces glow with energy, their skin never really gets dull. They’re chatting away, of course, about the snow. “Mum, do you think we’ll get to miss school today?” Maybe he should give Andrew a call, but he’ll think about that later. See what happens.

         School was open, said the intranet, and Anna had already checked for both of them, no update, thankfully. She had a big pile of papers that needed marking and had promised to bake pastries for the staff meeting that evening. Why did she always agree to bake for the meetings? None of the younger teachers ever volunteered. She opens another sachet of yeast and empties it into the lukewarm milk. A triple batch, quite the task.

         They’ve moved on already, now they’re talking about some leap year party, although it’s a week and a half away, as far as he can make out. Their conversation moves so fast, it’s impossible to keep up. Meanwhile, she’s at the kitchen counter, baking something as usual, keeping up conversation the whole time. They can talk for England, those three. He’s the only one who can’t seem to figure it out. It would be nice, just for once, if they could just sit in peace and quiet and eat their breakfast. Or if he could. If he could sit all alone with a coffee and a bun from the bakery.

         It’s too much. Too much to handle. The dough is already so big and heavy she can barely lift it. Why didn’t she think to do it in two batches? Her wrists are starting to hurt. The dough is moist, but it doesn’t seem to be absorbing the flour. Should she add another egg? With a sticky hand she takes an egg from the box and cracks it on the side of the mixing bowl. The yellow yolk falls glistening onto the pale dough, together with the translucent, viscous white—so pure and clean and yet so intimate, like a secretion from within. She massages the cool membrane with her fingertips, working it into the dough. She can hear the girls chatting away behind her and she can hear him, silent as ever. It would almost be easier if he wasn’t there.

         It’s clear to him that the three of them have something together. He doesn’t know what, exactly, but he’s definitely not part of it. That’s why, sometimes, he just wants to do his own thing. To just get up and go out into the snow alone. He pictures it, his deep footprints in the snow, leading across the lawn, out into the meadow, into the forest and further still. The chair scrapes against the tiled floor as he pushes it back and stands up. He goes over to the fridge and takes out a block of cheese—the strong one that only he eats. “Uuuugh,” the girls complain, “It stinks, it stinks.” She just stands there, kneading. He sees how much force she puts into it, as if there’s something up with her.

         It continues to snow outside, great drifts falling from the sky. She makes a fist with her hand and presses it into the dough which is finally beginning to resemble dough, a shiny, bouncy lump, as she answers Nina’s question about what she dressed up as for the leap year party, when she was still at school. “Ballet dancer,” she says. “What, you?” Anna says, with a hint of scorn in her voice. “Yes me, I borrowed Eva’s tights.” She gives the dough another punch. “Could you really fit into those?” asks Anna. Then his phone starts ringing.

         It’ll be Andrew. His lower back jolts a little as he straightens up, puts the phone to his ear and walks into the living room. Andrew’s cheerful croak greets him on the other end of the line. They’ll have to cancel of course. Andrew’s stuck in Bristol and it’ll be impossible to get in to the office today. Not to mention the four miles he would have had to drive himself. Either way, Andrew isn’t planning to enjoy his day off. “Fucking weather,” he curses, as if the snow had appeared solely to piss him off. “Although, if you’re going to be home today, you’ll have enough to keep yourself occupied, I suppose,” he grunts, as if the mere concept of a family offends him. It’s always the wives who leave. That’s how it was with Andrew at least. She left, taking the two kids and the dog with her. “But why,” he’d asked when Andrew told him. Andrew had shaken his head and said, “She said she was tired of feeling lukewarm.”

         She can hear it in his voice. It’s Andrew, for sure. The clock above the cooker reads quarter to eight, time for the girls to leave. If there are no teachers there, they’ll just have to come home again. But hopefully not for the first few hours. As for him, well, she supposes he’ll just have to stay home too. “Go and get ready girls,” she says, as she washes her doughy fingers in the sink. At least the dough is as it should be: soft, golden and so huge it can barely fit in the mixing bowl.

         Back at the table with his half-eaten cheese on toast, he’d prefer not to think about it, but the images resurface anyway: Andrew at the Christmas party. How he’d swooped around the room, hitting on everything that gave off the slightest odour of female. Especially the new girl in marketing with the large breasts. Not that he hadn’t noticed them himself, from a polite distance. If that was what it was like to be divorced, he was good where he was. She turns around to face him, a little smudge of flour on her cheek. “If you’re staying home today, will you at least go out and shovel the path?” she asks. Of course, she’d rather be alone today, he knows her well enough to know that.

         She covers the mixing bowl with a tea towel. When was the last time they were both home on a weekday, she wonders. Was it back when they were students? When they occasionally skipped class together or just sat opposite one another in silence, each engrossed in their own textbook. She goes into the hallway but he’s already gone out, disappeared without a sound. Then she knocks on the bathroom door, “Time to go!” The door opens and there stands Nina with a flower in her hair and Anna, looking at her with her usual slightly snobbish expression. She gives them each a packed lunch and a hug. “Dad is out clearing the path for you,” she says. Despite everything, at least he’s got time to do that, so they can get to the pavement. She goes out onto the front step, getting hit by a rush of cold. He’s already reached the gate and looks, all of a sudden, like a stranger, a man she doesn’t know, out there in the snow. A strong, dark figure, thrusting away.

         He bends over, thrusts the shovel into the snow, slides it forwards and then lifts it up and empties it, getting into the rhythm. He’s not wearing a coat but he’s already sweating. It feels good to move his body, to hear himself getting a little out of breath. His lower back doesn’t even hurt anymore. On the contrary, he feels strong. He steps forward and strikes again, making his way painstakingly down the path. Here come the girls. He doesn’t need to turn around, he can hear their voices behind him, then a snowball hits him in the neck and gives him an icy shock. He spins around. Nina is standing there in her puffer jacket, laughing.

         “If it's too deep on the pavement, walk on the road,” she shouts to them, steam evaporating from her mouth. There won’t be any cars out today anyway. Anna makes a face in response, then they turn and make their way through the snow, lifting their boots high and waving back at her until they are out of sight, obscured by the drifting snowflakes. A day will come when it will feel like this again. When they’ve moved to Southampton or Brighton or even all the way to London. When it’ll just be the two of them again. The arms of her woollen jumper are already covered in snow. She opens her mouth and sticks her tongue out, feeling the light fluffy snowflakes against her warm skin. It feels more like fire than ice, a hot rush that goes straight to the heart. What was it, they said about snowflakes? Every single one is different from the others, no two snowflakes are alike.

         He pauses for a moment and leans on the shovel. The girls are walking in the middle of the road and the snow still comes up to their knees. Anna is in front. Even knee-deep in snow, there is something light and playful about them, like little animals capering about. No doubt there will be snowball fights at school today; girls versus boys probably, trying to shove snow down under each others’ shirts. He remembers it well: the uncontrollable tension in his body, the energy pumping through him, the delight at having an excuse to brush against the breasts of a red-cheeked girl.

         Well, time to get going. The door slams shut behind her as she goes into the living room. The cat is curled up like a fur ball in its usual corner of the sofa. The room is cold, even though the radiator is turned up as high as it can go. They ought to light the fire but they are almost out of firewood and today is not the day to go out and get more. A cup of tea will do, and a coffee for him. They’ll just have to make the best of it.

         He leaves the shovel against the wall by the front door. If it snows more, he’ll have to come out and do it all again. It’s impossible to predict. He brushes the snow off his shoulders and thinks to himself how odd it is to see the air so filled with activity where usually there is nothing. His body still feels strong and warm, almost buzzing. Perhaps he ought to chop some firewood too, now that he’s up and about. She’ll probably want to light the fire.

         Her teacup steams on the desk. She pulls out the stool with the sheepskin and settles herself down into the soft wool. Where has he disappeared to now? She can no longer see him through the window. She brings the cup to her lips, taking a sip of the scalding tea. The heat on her tongue spreads to the back of her throat and all the way down her body, to her lap. She is hit by a sudden impulse. The same impulse she gets whenever she walks past the new maths teacher in the hallway and he smiles at her.

         It smells of wood, resin, oil and turpentine. He balances a large log on the block and grips the axe, swinging his upper body as he lunges forwards. The log splits in two and falls to the ground either side of the block. He takes another log and, tensing his shoulders and upper arms, he splits the wood in two. Sweat drips down his forehead and he wipes it away. A few more, then there should be enough to light the fire. Andrew’s ex-wife, Stephanie, was always freezing too. Women just seem to feel the cold more. He wonders what Andrew is getting up to now in his empty house. Sitting in the kitchen, drinking coffee, probably.

         She takes another sip of tea, feels it warming her body from top to toe. At least, that’s how it was in the beginning, with the maths teacher. They’d pass each other in the corridor and exchange smiles, but it fizzled out after a few months, for no particular reason. At lunch, he’d tell the same jokes, again and again. She didn’t really want anything, when it came down to it. Don’t shit where you eat, wasn’t that the advice? Although she wasn’t sure why. She turns the computer on. Class 7B, quite a troublesome bunch. Perhaps they could talk about where snow comes from tomorrow.

         From her posture alone, he can tell she’s freezing, despite the sheepskin and the cup of tea. Her shoulders are hunched like she’s trying to make herself smaller to preserve heat. He stands for a while with the chopped wood in his arms, then tiptoes in socks over to the firewood basket. Only then, does she turn around, her eyes falling first on the basket, then him. “Oh, firewood,” she says and smiles, her cheeks becoming round. For a moment she looks young. “I made coffee.” She nods at the cafetière on the table, her face back to its usual age. He pours himself a cup and takes a sip—dark and bitter.

         Firewood, just what they needed. If she’s lucky, maybe he’ll light the fire too. She turns her attention back to the computer screen. Her lap is still warm and there is something insistent about it. Behind her, he’s tearing up pieces of newspaper, curling them and pushing them in. She hears the fire tongs scrape against the side of the log burner and the sound of a matchstick setting it all alight, rippling through the paper. She turns around and gets up from the stool.

         The fire catches hold of the paper, the firelighters and the flaky bark of the wood. It’s easy to start a fire; the difficult part it getting it going so it lasts, getting the wood hot, so it burns slow and easy until everything is charred and blackened. She has gotten up from the desk and is now squatting down next to him, in front of the fire, holding up her hands toward to the flames, towards him. Her cold, white fingers. He can’t stop himself from taking them into his hand. “Always cold,” she says, as if she can read his mind. Then she adds, “and you, always so warm.” She doesn’t take her hands away but stays there, sitting, watching the flames. Then he does it. It’s like approaching a strange animal. He puts his free hand on her chest.

         She can feel the heat of his palm through her multiple layers of wool. His hand tries clumsily to find its way up under the layers and eventually, after several detours, reaches her skin. He takes a deep breath as he takes hold of her breast, kneading it slowly, softly. Another hand slides up to find the other breast. His fingers find her nipple. They are hard in a way they haven’t been since last summer, the week they were in Greece. She can’t help it. She turns her head to kiss him. He tastes of coffee and cheese.

         Her lips are freezing and chapped from the cold and it feels a little awkward to begin with, like kissing a stranger. It’s been so long since they did this, kissed like this. Eventually though, her lips soften, becoming moist with the saliva between them, jaw muscles warming up, remembering. Her tongue tickles his palate teasingly and he holds her tighter. Then there’s a little thump from over by the sofa. The cat prowls nonchalantly across the living room floor and he remembers that she had work to do today, that she didn’t want to be disturbed.

         He falls back, his soft, warm lips no longer pressed against hers, and he takes his hands out from under her clothes. So he doesn’t want to, after all? Does this have something to do with her? Has she gotten too old, too fat, too ugly? She watches him watching the cat, as it pushes the door open with its paw and walks out of the living room. “Maybe a bit too warm,” he says, nodding at the animal with a little laugh. He has a smudge of soot on one of his cheeks. Before he can do anything else, she takes his hand and places it between her thighs, his fingertips resting on the metal zipper of her jeans.

         She wants to, after all, despite the papers to mark and the pastries and whatever else she was supposed to be doing. He rubs her crotch through the fabric, up and down, feeling her tensing up beneath his touch. Now it’s up to him to keep the momentum. He glances over at the log burner. The fire has caught, thankfully. Meanwhile, she has begun to unbutton his shirt, button by button, exposing his naked skin. She puts her lips onto his hairy chest and kisses him where his heart is. He feels light-headed. Now there is no going back. Now there is only forward. It is as if they’ve left the house, the place they know all too well, and entered unknown territories. They have no choice, they must keep going, walking step by step through the snow.

         His heart beats fast under her lips, his chest hair is somehow both rough and soft. She knows it so well, and yet it feels new, here in the snow-lit living room, a far cry from their usual hurried grope under the duvet. Suddenly, she’s overcome, crying with laughter. Before she knows what she’s doing, she has jumped up and run over to the window. She pushes it open and scrapes a handful of snow from the windowsill. Then she slams the window shut and runs back towards him, screaming with laughter. She slaps the snow onto his chest.

         It makes his skin tingle. The snow on his chest melts and spreads, cold and refreshing. And now she’s laughing, silly and bright like the girls, like when she too was young. She laughs and pulls her jumper up over her head, then the turtleneck underneath, followed by all the other layers and finally her bra, before she lies down next to him. She presses her breasts into the snow on his chest, that is almost water by now. Her laughter is replaced by serious concentration as she pulls her jeans down over her hips, steps over him and lowers herself onto him with trembling thighs. That strong pelvis, thrusting away.

         She gets into the rhythm and he keeps pace with her as he grows larger and larger inside her. She has a sense of belonging, of being exactly where she’s supposed to be. He thrusts further into her, the snow on his chest turning to water and then evaporating into air. She can feel her own strength, her back, her thighs spread wide, her wrists holding her in up on the wooden floor. A heavy, mature kind of strength. At least until he stops her mid-thrust, clasps her around her back and, in one movement, pulls the lambskin down from the stool, places it on the floor and he lays her down on it. Now she feels small and soft. He bends over her, his face between her legs.

         White on white. White skin. White bodies in the white, wintery light. She is so beautiful, lying there. Big and white and beautiful. All the parts of her that are usually packed away for everyday life, his for the taking. He grabs her buttocks, lowers his face between her full thighs and buries it in the folds of her skin. He licks and nibbles until she’s purring like a cat and squeezing his head tightly between her thighs. It floods his body with a sharp sensation. In a purposeful motion, like swinging an axe towards a log, he turns her over onto her stomach and glides into her. Again and again he thrusts into her broad body, as she gasps beneath him, crying out. Her cries rise in pitch until they become a shuddering, drawn-out scream. He lets himself fall forward, collapsing into the white flesh, feeling as if his body is evaporating, his consciousness floating up and away.

         He lets out a raw, animal sound—a roar from a long time ago, a time before there were children to make breakfast for—and a moment later his body transforms from a light, supple thing to a weight that pushes her hips down against the white sheepskin. A tear rolls from the corner of her eye, heat flows through her body, her blood like boiling water. They lie there together in silence. The silence of snow, the silence of their bodies. She feels the semen trickling out between her thighs. Same, same but different. The same two naked bodies, all those times, all those years. She spots the dough out of the corner of her eye. It’s risen so much that it’s spilling out over the edge of the bowl and is slowly expanding out onto the kitchen counter.

         The fire is still going but he thinks he ought to put some more wood on soon. How long had it been? For once, they lie still together, both of them. It had always seemed to him that it was in this stillness that they managed to get closest to each other. He glances towards the window. The glass panes are fogged up. It’s difficult to tell whether it’s still snowing or not. Then he looks into her moist eyes and she looks back. Sleepily, she says, “I looked it up online, it really is true. Every single snowflake is unique.” Then he hears from outside, in the garden, the crunching sound of boots in the snow and the girls’ clear, bright voices.
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         She stretches her legs out over the floorboards. Her feet are bare and her right foot basks in one of the long rays of sunlight coming from the window. The floor is warmer there. The bright light reflects off her slender toes, turning them as white as the surface of the foamed milk out in the kitchen. Amelia rolls her jodhpurs up to the middle of her calf. It is the first sunny day. She has been hidden away behind closed curtains for so long that this day reminds her of her early childhood, when the world seemed so bright and beautiful it was impossible to take it all in. She stands up and examines her surroundings. Ashtrays overflowing, papers scattered across the desk and floor, books stacked in haphazard piles at the foot of the overstuffed bookshelf. The light continues to dance at her feet, settling into a small, flickering circle on one ankle. She can feel the heat creeping up her calf. She casts her gaze back to the window, looking past the marks Miss Parsons made on the glass yesterday when she washed the windows with a cloth. The lawn outside is white, brown and green. March, such a tease.

         At the end of the sweeping lawn, at the edge of the forest, there is a man standing next to a tree. He must be the one who has been hired to trim the trees along the avenue. He is a tall man, who doesn’t seem fully at home in his lanky frame, and he holds his worn, brown hat in his hand, scratching his neck with the other, as if faced with an impossible task. Should she go out and show him how it’s done? But she knows what they’ll say if she starts teaching the workmen how to do their jobs. No need to give them more to gossip about, especially not after last year’s fuss over her shooting practice.

         Aunt Elizabeth had been relieved when Dr. Hogarth stopped by a little over a month ago, a pair of small glasses balanced on the end of his pointy nose, clutching his blue notebook. She sits in the study, all day, all night, and resembles a savage whenever she comes out, her aunt informed the doctor, shaking her head. Dr. Hogarth had nodded his head gravely and turned the conversation to Amelia’s ovaries. Calm, he said. She must be calm. No more scribbling away through the night. The brain and the ovaries cannot grow simultaneously and now it is time for the young lady to grow up. She can’t both be a writer and a woman. Now they’re keeping an eye on her. She can’t be seen to step out of line. Woe betide the woman whose ovaries don’t grow as they’re supposed to. He’s the leading expert in gynaecological diseases, her aunt had retorted, when Amelia dryly remarked that Dr. Hogarth’s own ovaries may have grown disproportionately large. Not long after that, Aunt Elizabeth announced that she’d hired a lady’s companion for Amelia. You can go walking together, feed the ducks, get some fresh air, won’t that be nice? Amelia knew what that meant. Out with the books, in with the female pursuits.

         She sits down at the desk and picks up the pen with her ink-stained fingers, relishing in the sound of the nib scratching the paper. There’s always that initial resistance, the uncertainty of the first line, before the finely woven parchment gives way to the ink, and it begins to flow as her hand gains momentum. Like horses’ hooves, carving a path through the snow. She is the rider, riding out into nothingness, out across the fields and down to the lake. Beneath her, the half-frozen earth cracks, above her, dark tree branches are like knotted constellations against a milky sky. Figaro greeted her this morning as if it had only been an hour, not several weeks, since she’d last set foot in the stables. His warm muzzle was like silk against her skin. Rosy-cheeked with cold and joy, she’d ridden him through the woods and, when she’d returned home, her body almost felt like her own again.

         A carriage draws up outside the building and Amelia goes to the window to see who it is. A woman in lace-up boots and a grey coat gets out and walks across the gravel to the front door. Amelia sits down again at her desk, surveying the scattered papers. Her next book is more like an essay, a study on the nature of desire. She prays not to be disturbed by aunts, lady’s companions or those charity women from Charlbury, not to mention the distinguished Dr. Hogarth, here to look at her ovaries again.

         What is it about desire that mystifies us so? What is it that we long to discover? What do we think we’ll find, right under the skin of another, what kind of boundary must be crossed and who will we find when we cross it? Where does the body’s boundary lie? When have we crossed it, that boundary? Or is it us, we, ourselves that must be crossed, penetrated, invaded by another in order to truly surrender? She writes quickly, sometimes so quickly it’s as if the pen is thinking for her. There are certain things she writes about in code. A code to conceal names, places, kisses between women, making love to a woman as a man. The kind of subjects that cannot be written about. At first it was clunky, disguising everything like this, but now the code is imprinted on her memory like a second language and she hardly thinks about it. As for characters, Amelia has hidden the list of names in a place where she’s certain nobody ever looks: at the back of Lord Byron’s Don Juan. The book that, according to her aunt, gave her Byron fever.

         When she emerges from the study later that day, it’s already getting dark. She goes into the orangery and inhales the warm, damp air of the agaves, laurel trees and orchids as she watches dusk descend over the lawn. He has finished the first two trees on the avenue and is now working on the third. But he looks different, up in the tree, his hair is longer. Pressing her nose to the window, Amelia realises that the man is actually stood on the ground and there is someone else up the ladder, someone who appears to be wearing a red dress. The red dress is in full swing, arms moving back and forth, sawing away at a branch higher up in the old linden tee. One leg sports a lace-up boot and stands strong and upright on the ladder, while the other bends and supports itself on a branch. The red dress has risen up the leg, revealing a silk stocking and a petticoat, but the figure in the tree does not appear to care. The man stands amongst the branches and twigs scattered on the ground, still holding his hat in his hand. She seems to be shouting something to him.

         Amelia stays at the window, secretly admiring the woman in the tree. Those slender ankles in the lace-up boots, silk stockings stretched around the narrow calf, the light grey hair that tumbles around her face as her arm glides back and forth. She has a firm grip on the branch and saws decisively, however, there is something graceful about her movements. It’s a strange sight. Stranger still, is the feeling Amelia has, watching her. It’s the same feeling she had as a young girl, when she would hide in the wardrobe in her bedroom so she could watch the maids make her bed. Amelia loved to watch them when they didn’t know they were being watched, their fussy bodies and animated voices. They were like small, exotic birds she could watch for hours. Then there was Emily, her nanny, for whom she had pined for years, pursuing her like a little, battered kitten who just wanted to be stroked. And Emily obliged, reaching out with her freckled hands to get Amelia to sit down and eat, and laughing gruffly, not-quite reluctantly, when Amelia refused to learn embroidery.

         One time, Emily was looking for her and Amelia was hiding in the wardrobe again. She held her breath and watched her nanny searching for her through the small crack between the wardrobe doors. She didn’t find her, but remained in Amelia’s bedroom anyway and sat down on the bed. Then her nanny took Amelia’s nightgown between her hands and inhaled it. Amelia could hardly contain her excitement. The urge to touch herself was overwhelming, but she didn’t dare.

         She can barely stand the sight of her bedroom now, after having been confined there for so many weeks. Whenever she spends time in there, it’s as if the floral wallpaper is talking to her. You’ll never get out of here, it whispers. Shhhhh, if you lie completely still, no one will be able to see that you’re not dead. Lie still, completely still. Amelia gets up and wanders aimlessly around. From a drawer in the little chest she takes out a golden amulet. She opens it and sniffs at the reddish, curly hair inside. On their last morning together, Lily had been sitting on her bed, the morning sunshine glancing off her shoulder, her legs spread as she carefully cut off a curly lock with a pair of nail scissors. Haha, stop watching me like that, you really can’t get enough can you, she laughed, throwing a pillow in Amelia’s direction. Then Lily had kissed the small, still damp bouquet of pubic hair and curled it into the amulet, which she clasped shut and hung around Amelia’s neck. “There, now I’ll always be touching your skin,” she’d said.

         The night before, they’d danced together at Darcy’s on Wardour Street. Darcy’s was the kind of place where elegant gentlemen in tuxedos and patent leather shoes stood at the bar and selected their ladies with a mere confident nod across the room. Amelia had swung Lily around, one hand holding her waist, the other cupping her perfectly rounded buttock. She had wanted to drag her to the toilets and fuck her right then and there—it wasn’t uncommon for women to do such things—but Lily insisted they should wait until they got home and promised her that they could make love all night as long as they were quiet. Müller, the old barrister was half-deaf and Lily’s mother slept in her own room at the other end of the house. As the two of them walked home through London’s narrow streets in the grey morning light, she’d thought about how desire and fear always seemed to go hand-in-hand. Her desire grew more intense as the walk home postponed their undressing of each other, causing delight to spread through her as if she was already there, fully immersed in Lily’s body. And then there was her fear. Her fear that it wouldn’t happen at all, that it would be postponed forever, and, perhaps too, fear that these very steps they took, the expectation and excitement in their bodies, was in itself the goal.

         Amelia lies down on the bed and her hand finds its way under her nightgown. She spreads her legs and slides her middle finger between her labia, recalling that night, the gentlemen at the bar, their eyes watching Lily and her as she ran her hands down Lily’s back, the toilets, the muffled moans of women behind each door, of moist lips finding each other, licking, sucking. She feels herself getting hot beneath her finger and her flesh parts easily, allowing her to glide smoothly up and down, as if her hand is part of her vulva, they move together in perfect synchronicity. She pictures Lily, her red hair splayed out over the bed, how she had pulled back at first, teasing herself, prolonging it, and how wet she was when she finally surrendered, how she had grabbed a pillow and pressed it to her face to stifle the scream that came out of her, as Amelia kissed her inner thighs and made her way, her breath warm, up towards Lily’s vulva, and her small, throbbing elevation, pumping with desire. Amelia had drawn it out for as long as she could, before she went in with the tip of her tongue. Then, greedily, with the entire surface of her tongue, she had tasted the hot, moist flesh between her lips, had devoured the smooth skin. Lily’s hands had grabbed her head and hair to pull her close and Amelia’s right hand had moved up and over Lily’s stomach as her body convulsed up and down, and those little animal-like sounds escaping Lily’s lips as Amelia turned her over, pausing, then thrusting into her from behind—first a finger to find her way, then two, three fingers, and Lily had lapped it all up, had taken it like Dante’s Inferno takes a fallen angel, and Amelia is now so close, so close, her hand is close to drowning in the sea between her legs, she’ll get there, she’ll release herself to this quivering inferno, but her fingers are starting to feel rough, her movements are becoming jerky and awkward. She can’t. She won’t get there today either. It’s like a world she knows is right there, but she’s unable to access it. She continues a little, rubbing her hand between her legs, feeling the still hot, moist flesh, as she tries to conjure the fantasy again, of that night, of Lily’s skin, her lips, the smells, of how she thrusts between Lily’s thighs, other women’s thighs, she lies between thousands of women’s thighs and thrusts, again and again and again. But then she pictures John de Fossard thrusting between Lily’s thighs, perhaps at this very moment, clumsily sticking his fat, pig tongue in between the red, curly hair, and Amelia gets so angry she can barely breathe.

          
      

         The next morning, when she descends to the kitchen to talk to Miss Parsons about dinner, she is surprised to see the new woman in full swing at the kitchen counter, kneading dough. Her large hands are peach-like as if they softened in the wash, her nails are trimmed short and covered in flour. Amelia stands in the doorway and watches the woman at work. She is older than Amelia had first guessed, perhaps in her mid-forties. She cracks an egg on the edge of a bowl and moves the yolk from one hand to the other, until all the white has separated. Then she adds the yolk to the dough. Strong hands with pronounced knuckles, but not rough. Hands that could swiftly shape a tart or a flute, hands that could grab hold of a linden branch and saw it, hands that could caress a lily of the valley, or perhaps open a dress bodice, button by button, whilst sliding a finger down between…

         “I dare say the young lady is on her way out riding?” Miss Parsons remarks, bustling past Amelia and into the kitchen, carrying a large sack of potatoes.

         Amelia looks down and then at the new woman, who meets her gaze with a peculiar smile.

         “You help in the kitchen as well?” Amelia asks her, stepping into the kitchen. “Yesterday you were chopping down trees, today you’re baking bread. Clearly I’m out of touch with what it means to be a lady’s companion these days.”

         “I had plenty to arrange for lunch as your aunt is receiving a visitor today and Miss Davies kindly offered her assistance,” Miss Parsons says, splashing potatoes into a tub of water

         Miss Davies still has her hands buried in the dough, the sleeves of her dress rolled up to her elbows. Her arms are pale and freckled. “Perhaps you’d also like to help?” she suggests. “There are plenty of buns to be shaped.”

         “Perhaps not. I think Miss Parsons would rather I didn’t. As for dinner, I think we’ll skip the yellow pea soup today and opt for fried kale instead.” With that, Amelia turns her back on the two women and walks briskly out of the kitchen. She doesn’t stop again until she makes it to the stables, and their familiar smell of warm dung.

         It always does her good to rise a little higher from the ground and observe the world from where she sits on Figaro’s back, where her thoughts can fly with the wind around her. She thinks about how the landscape around the estate has changed over the past few years. What once was wilderness has made way for fields and pruned nature, the forest cleared, hedgerows planted. A tame kind of wildlife. When she was a child, all of this was hers. She climbed every tree, made every hiding place her home, careened through the forest like it was hers for the taking. And when she returned home, her knees and palms scraped and muddy, her clothes covered in dirt, her aunt would shake her head indulgently and say, your father would so much like a hug. He’d get one and then Amelia would be sent off to take a bath. All this will soon be hers, really hers, and yet, so much of it is already lost.

         Later, Amelia sits in the study and there is a knock on the door. At the third knock, the door flies open and the new woman enters. Amelia reluctantly looks up. The apron is gone and she can better observe the red dress that stretches tight over Miss Davies’ bosom. Red with a little cream. Her light hair is greyish and scraped away from her face, but some of it has fallen loose and frames her face, dangling over her narrow shoulders. The woman looks straight at her, the laughter lines around her eyes distinct like a child’s drawing. “Your aunt said you’d probably be in here.” She smiles a crooked smile and walks towards Amelia, who is still sitting at the desk. She extends a broad hand and Amelia takes it automatically. “Esther Davies,” she says, “Widow Lumley requested my assistance.” The woman smiles again. “Widow Lumley mentioned that you read manuscripts from London. She said that Mrs. Smith and Mr. Todd consult you when…”

         Amelia lets go of her hand and examines the woman before her. Her face has a certain sweetness to it—her mouth matte and freckled, her cheeks fresh and rose-tinted—but there is something reserved about her too, something veiled. Like a late September day, confusingly hot and cold at the same time. Or an ice crystal glittering mischievously in the morning sun.

         “Poor you,” she says, “You’ve been sent into the vampire lair to observe the monster within, and whether she’s sitting puffing on one of her Turkish cigarettes?” Amelia looks resolutely down at her papers as she speaks. “Are you here to divert me with poetry and words of praise to pacify my corrupt mind, dear Miss Davies? Because then they’ll keep you. You may report back to my aunt and tell her she need not worry. I caught whiff of the rosebuds in the forest this morning, but I didn’t ruin them, not to worry.”

         Miss Davies has a hoarse laugh that takes Amelia by surprise. She stays standing and says, “I loved your book. It was enchanting. Written with such… passion.” Amelia can tell that she is trying to catch her eye. “Of course I know that you aren’t… but, well, all of London knows that you were the one who wrote it.”

         “Gossip indeed. Was it Mr. Todd, the old parrot? You shouldn’t listen to gossip, dear Miss Davies. I have not written any book.”

         Miss Davies gives her a peculiar smile. “No, of course not. Rumours, probably.” She walks back over to the door and pulls it shut behind her with a soft click. Amelia immediately brings her hands to her face. She can feel she has a wet blotch of ink on one of her cheeks.

         That night, she falls fast asleep and dreams that she is walking down at the edge of the garden, a place where she doesn’t usually venture, and all of a sudden she notices a mysterious path leading out of the garden. It is overgrown and clearly neglected but she can’t resist it. As she walks along the path, she observes that sunflowers and tulips are blooming even though it’s still winter. Strange, she thinks. She continues down the path and enters a city she doesn’t recognise. To think, she’d always lived so close to such a city, without realising it. The roads are as narrow as alleyways, the cobblestones uneven, the walls of the houses peeling, pink in colour like the medieval Tuscan villages. She turns a corner and emerges onto a large, open square. A woman walks in front of her, on her way to the middle of the square where there appears to be a market. If only she would turn around; Amelia can’t seem to catch up with her. Turn around, she says, turn around. She is certain she knows this woman from somewhere. Her hair is pulled back in a chestnut coloured plait that snakes as the woman’s back moves, shining like syrup in the sunshine. Turn around and look at me, she shouts, more insistent now. She finally catches up with the woman, breathless and exhausted, and the woman turns slowly to face Amelia. She has never seen this woman before. Only her eyes. The small lines at the corners of her eyes, like a child’s drawing.

         The fog is lifting, that much she can tell. She’s not sure why, only that her chest feels lighter and the spot in her head just between her eyes feels calmer. Perhaps the sun and the longer days are helping. Perhaps her ovaries have finally reached their optimal size. Dr. Hogarth will be pleased. The darkness that has hung over her now for a while seems to have lessened a little, she pines a little less urgently, although the longing still lurks in her like a wolf poised to pounce upon every glimmer of light that shows itself in the dark cave.

         Today the sun is shining. Amelia looks out over the lawn and down towards the half-formed avenue. The trees on the left side have been trimmed and now the man is trimming those on the right. Perhaps she could write her next book under her own name. If it turns into a scandal, so be it.

         She hopes it’s the passion she misses most. That the lack of passion is what makes her pine for Lily. Nothing more.

         “I hired Miss Davies for a reason, and that reason was not so that she could entertain Miss Parsons in the kitchen.” Aunt Elizabeth’s voice cuts through the otherwise pleasant stillness of the study. Her aunt stands in the doorway. Amelia hadn’t even noticed the door was open. The white collar that pokes out of the top of her aunt’s black dress gives the rather misleading impression of someone rather gentle and sweet. “It was so that you wouldn’t sit here day in and day out with your nose buried in books like a skinny, bespectacled theologian.”

         “I never requested the companionship of such a lady.” Amelia almost spits the words out. “What about someone who I can converse with on, oh I don’t know, a little Shakespeare, a dash of Milton, the complexities of Eliot?” She pushes her pen and paper aside and regards her aunt, who merely shakes her head, as she is wont to do when conversing with Amelia.

         “Unless you’d prefer to invite Dr. Hogarth back again, I suggest you go and knock on Miss Davies’ door and invite her out for a walk. Show her the garden, perhaps. Some female company will you good, especially from a more mature lady. Who knows, maybe you’ll learn something.” Her aunt says the word lady as if it were an entirely foreign concept to Amelia. “Esther Davies is the daughter of merchant Davies of Bond Street, and her poor mother has had to take care of all of them since he…” Her aunt mimics pulling her neck to one side with a rope, sticking her tongue out in the other direction. Amelia recalls the suicide scandal from a few years ago. Something to do with fraud, bankruptcy, family betrayal. He’d been found in the attic, hanging from the roof. She hadn’t paid much attention to the gossip at the time, when her aunt and the other ladies had sat discussing it while sipping their tea, before moving swiftly onto the topic of Napoleon’s hats. “She’s even spent time with the actress Louisa Brunton, so I’m sure you’ll have plenty to talk about,” concludes her aunt, and then leaves.

         Amelia gets up from the desk. If there’s one thing she despises, it’s the ladies her aunt pushes upon her. Pretty, honourable, fine ladies, with good taste and small heads, with no other ambition than to be able to recite Ode to a Nightingale from start to finish, learn to play a little Chopin on the piano and entice a man. A pleasure to behold, a bore to listen to. “You are magnificent like a noble thoroughbred horse, your legs are like Venetian pillars, but my dear, a lady you never will be,” her good friend Herman Baskerville had once teased her. They’d been drinking together, each with a mug of Bavarian beer, and Amelia was wiping the foam off her upper lip with the back of her hand when he came out with this. She took it as an accusation and a compliment. At least Esther Davies seems a solid sort of lady. And Amelia is unlikely to escape her until she scares her out of the house, so she trudges reluctantly up the stairs to the guest room at the end, where Miss Davies is now residing.

         She regrets it the moment she knocks on the door and a “come in” sounds from the room. She pushes the door open and walks in. The room looks different. A small bookshelf has been placed between the two windows and a blue vase of flowers placed on the bedside table. On the divan by the lit fireplace, Miss Davies lounges with a book in her hands. A red, leather book upon which the letters Theodore James: Soulful are inscribed.

         “Ah, you’re reading. Well, don’t let me disturb you.” Amelia turns to go.

         “Do you know what I love most about this book?” Esther looks up at her and then back down at the book again. “May I read you a passage?” She gestures to the armchair facing the divan.

         “I’m familiar with that book.” Amelia wants to leave, but something keeps her there and she sits down in the chair. “It’s not my kind of book, I just wanted to know if you’d like to go for a walk outside, or climb some trees if that’s more to your liking, but…”

         “This is my favourite part. Listen. She shone like a rose, a keeper of pearls, her softly chiselled lips a dusty red like faded wine stains in the sun. She was at one with passion as a vessel that stands at full sail towards the high tide while others drift along the shore in stalemate. From her he had learnt to soften the brutality of his desire. She possessed an exquisite ability to transform their love into art, by meaning more than she said, saying less than she meant and postponing the fulfilment of her promises indefinitely.” The older woman reads in a low, calm voice. It feels like being kicked in the stomach by a horse. The sound of her own words on another woman’s lips.

         “I presume you also know that it turned into quite the scandal, this book?” Esther looks directly at her. “So raw. So forceful a passion. She closes the book on her lap, but keeps one finger between the pages. “And written by a woman as well!” She smiles knowingly at Amelia, as if they’re privy to a secret, the long since forgotten location of a buried treasure.

         “It seems to me, Miss Davies, that you cannot read. On the cover of your book it clearly states that Theodor James is the author.” Amelia tilts her head slightly, pretending to decipher the letters on the book cover.

         “It is you, is it not? The young man, Adam, who falls so terribly in love with Lily? Sorry, I mean Annie of course.” She moves her hand to cover her mouth as if she’d said something she oughtn’t have, but her eyes are sparkling.

         “And what makes you believe that?”

         “Because I know you Amelia. I know you. I know what you are.” When she smiles, the lines on her face become crevices, her freckled mouth stretches wide and her cheeks round the sides of her face. She reopens the book, flips through it and stops on another page near the beginning. “Her gentle touch and melodic voice awakened my sleeping senses. I had not known the art of lovemaking to accommodate such Latin virtuosity. She pulled me down in the chair, towards her, until I kissed her. She was smart enough to blow out our lamp before she said…” She pauses. Amelia sits, staring stiffly ahead, first at the fireplace, then down at herself. She feels naked. “I must confess, I have read this passage many times. Many. I even read it aloud to Louisa when we…” She smiles again, but Amelia doesn’t dare meet her eye. “It had a good effect, turned her cheeks a rosy red before she went on stage. No need for blusher.” Miss Davies touches her own cheeks with her hands.

         The fire is dying out. It would provide a decent enough excuse to get up from the chair but Amelia stays seated, her hands clasped together in her lap. Then Esther reaches out and grabs her hand, placing it on her thigh. Amelia can feel the warmth of her skin through the layer of soft velvet.

         “The reason I know you…” she looks at Amelia, “… is this book. And what it awoke within me. That’s why I applied to work out here. That’s why I’m here. I’m otherwise not in the habit of venturing too far from London. You never know what you might find out here in the country.” She laughs from the back of her throat as she separates Amelia’s fingers and lets her index finger slide between Amelia’s thumb and forefinger. Her touch is light, so light that their skin barely touches. Amelia tries to keep control of her breathing.

         “And then I saw you both, that evening. At Darcy’s. Louisa loves to dress up as a man. She is an actress after all. If she can make a woman believe she is a real man, it’s a successful night.” She laughs again. Amelia remembers something, but perhaps it’s nothing. She has a vague memory of a figure in men’s trousers, a white shirt, braces, slightly parted lips, watching them, a nod in her direction, but it is as if the memory belongs to a different life. A life with strolls in the sun, stolen embraces under blankets, the taste of another mouth. A life when the darkness was yet unknown, when she had yet to learn how to navigate in the dark. “I saw you dancing, the way you held her, your… Annie. And I thought…” She holds Amelia in her gaze, steady, while continuing to caress the sensitive skin between Amelia’s index and middle fingers. An overgrown path at the end of the garden, sunflowers and tulips in March. “… I thought there is a woman who dares to slam the keys of the piano. The strong arms, the expression, the desire.” Her finger is so light on the tip of Amelia’s ring finger that it makes her tremble. The older woman’s voice is deep and gentle as she says, “Here is a woman who takes what she wants, but is she also able to receive?”

         She gets up and moves over to Amelia. As she bends down over her, she glimpses a ray of sunshine through the fog.
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         The last sight of love, he thought. Then he said it out loud.

         “What?” she asked, but not as if she actually wanted to hear his explanation. Her head was buried in her tablet, she was trying to find a restaurant for dinner that evening.

         “Wasn’t that what he called it, the author guy?”

         “Who?”

         “The erotic encounter in the city, the last sight.”

         Now he had her attention. He continued:

         “It was something about the unattainable, the way a man looks at a woman who he’ll never see again.”

         “Baudelaire?”

         She licked her lips and leaned slightly towards him. He knew she loved quizzes, especially when it was up to her to figure out the answers. “The phrase is ‘love at last sight’,” she said. He shrugged, drank the last of his coffee and threw five euros down on the little round table.

         “I think our estate agent has arrived.”

         They hurried across the first lane of the wide boulevard. The trees were beginning to lose some of their leaves but they were still green and the sun’s rays shone through the gaps, still warm as a summer’s day. As they waited for another gap in the traffic, he carefully rolled up his sleeves so they were nice and straight. He’d been able to see her all the way over from the bistro’s covered pavement seating.

         She was wearing a shirt without a coat. Blue and white stripes with a white collar. Tucked into a blue skirt. Wall Street chic meets estate agent. Her outfit could barely contain her curves. He couldn’t make out her facial expression as she was partly obscured by an old Metro sign.

         “It’s a very special apartment,” she said tonelessly, unlocking the enormous black gate. The staircase was impressive, complete with wrought iron railings and brass fasteners to hold the carpet runner in place. The runner only went to the fifth floor and from there on up, the stairway narrowed. The sound of her high heels on the marble steps echoed with every step she took. At the top, she stopped in front of a door and unlocked it.

         “You two had better go in first, it’s a bit tight for space in there.” His wife took the lead and immediately started purring in delight. He squeezed past the estate agent, pausing for a moment in front of her. She was the same height as him.

         “I didn’t catch your name?”

         “Danielle,” she said, loudly. She was smiling. It must have been something his wife had said. He became aware of how close together they were standing in the narrow hallway.

         His wife was busy opening the balcony door in the first room.

         “A French balcony!” she exclaimed.

         “What did you expect? This is Paris.”

         He walked over to his wife and wanted to embrace her from behind, bury his nose in her hair and whisper into her ear something about all the moments they’d have together in this secret apartment that no one would know they had, their apartment for when they needed to escape it all. But she had already danced her way into the next room.

         The small apartment was for sale, fully furnished with an odd mix of mahogany tables, gold-painted detailing on the ceilings and wall panelling so high there could have easily been secret doors behind it. Then there was a wall with a flat screen TV as big as Concorde Square, in front of it an IKEA sofa that could only just fit into the corner of the room.

         “Very kitsch,” he said.

         “We’ll fix that,” said his wife, meaning “I”. He nodded. He was happy they’d found this peculiar little place, somewhere in Paris, that nobody else knew about. Technically, they couldn’t afford it, but she didn’t know that he’d calculated the sale of their summerhouse as part of the trade. Once she’d fallen for something, as she was about to, she’d never want to go to the summerhouse again anyway. He wanted her to have everything she wanted. If what she wanted was a kitsch Parisian apartment to redecorate, so be it. She had no idea what he actually intended to use the apartment for.

         He reciprocated Danielle’s smile. Her lips were very red.

          
      

         She refreshed her email again. And again. Nothing. But she was sure that there had been something, that there had been chemistry. That this was what was going to happen.

         Her husband sat across from her with his coffee, going on about boring, classical Paris. He thought that they should go to the Picasso Museum as soon as it reopened, that they should have a picnic in the Jardin des Tuileries and stroll all the way to La Defénse, through Sarkozy’s wealthy neighbourhood, Neuilly-sur-Seine, now that they would soon have an apartment in what was perhaps Paris’ most boring arrondissement. The wind blew under the tables of the bistro.

         “Baudelaire,” she said. He was trying to remember the name of one of the classics he so loved to talk about, but didn’t really know much about. She put her tablet away. He paid. How was it that paying a measly five euros could still make him puff up his chest like an alpha male? The way he cleared his throat and tucked the note discreetly out of sight but also so that everyone could still see it.

         She didn’t know much about the woman from the mail. Only that her name was Danielle and right now she was standing with her leg resting up against the light yellow wall next to the gate to the apartment she was going to show them. Her bra was too small, just as she’d described in her email. She’d said that there was plenty of her to go around and she wanted to share. When they saw each other, she just smiled, her teeth extra white in contrast to her dark skin. She smiled back, unable to conceal her excitement. Hoping that he wasn’t watching. It was only when they entered the little apartment that she really got a chance to get close to Danielle.

         “Perfect,” she whispered to her, as she squeezed past her in the doorway, disappearing into the little apartment with Danielle’s scent lingering on her. She threw open the balcony doors so she could inhale the scent fully and air out the dusty apartment. Then she hurried in to the bathroom.

         “Is there space for two in here?” she called from the shower cubicle.

         Unfortunately, it was he who answered.

          
      

         “That depends,” he said to his wife, marvelling at Danielle’s body as she came in from the small kitchen to join them. All of a sudden, he got a glimpse of the rush he felt the first time. The first time he slept with another woman.

         He had said goodbye to his tired wife, slammed the door of her taxi and then turned to go back into the hotel where the reception was being held. A woman, by chance, had been coming across the lobby towards him. He held her gaze as he changed direction and walked over to the counter, where he booked a room just for the night and checked in, loudly. As he passed her, on his way up to the room, he had pressed one of the plastic key cards into her hand.

         Then he had waited for her in the room, not bothering to turn on the light or undress—she might not come after all. He had been sitting on the edge of the perfectly-made bed, and had just loosened his tie a little, when she knocked.

         Then he had opened the door, poured himself a whisky and returned to where he’d been sitting before, perched on the edge of the bed. Admired her. How her hips moved as she walked confidently towards him, the silk dress that folded over her stomach. He could still remember the feeling of her hips under his hands, her real hips, hips that invited you to grab them. He could tell from the fabric that she was breathing quickly, inhaling all the way down to her stomach. He sat there for a while, taking in the sight of her, her round breasts and voluptuous body, before anything happened.

          
      

         She extracted herself from the tiny bathroom and allowed herself to brush up against Danielle on the way. Danielle didn’t move. The sound of his shoes on the bathroom floor was distracting her. All three of them went into the narrow kitchen and leant against the counter. He had a lot of questions that Danielle was apparently able to answer. When she didn’t know the answer, she rifled through the stack of paper she’d gathered on her dark leather clipboard. Her nails weren’t long or varnished but her fingers were slender and she wasn’t wearing any rings. Two small, gold earrings were the only thing shiny about her, apart from the layer of pearly perspiration on her cheeks.

         Her shirt wasn’t fully buttoned up and the skin of her collarbone was smooth, not as dark as her hands. It looked warm, soft, like a good place to start.

         Then Danielle hopped up onto the kitchen counter. “May I?” she said, kicking her stilettos off onto the floor. Her husband laughed awkwardly.

         She wasn’t sure why, but she bent over and picked up Danielle’s shoes, turning them over to inspect the red soles, and it occurred to her—something she ought to check on later—weren’t these shoes a bit expensive for a real estate agent?

         “Nice shoes,” she said, instead. Danielle handed her husband a pile of papers to fill out and wiggled along the counter towards her to tell her about the shoes and where she’d bought them. From a little shop, close to here with great service.

         They were both touching the shoes. Danielle rested her fingers over hers, squeezing her little finger. She had to bite her lip so as not make a sound. Danielle laughed at her, the tip of her tongue resting playfully on her upper lip.

         “Well darling, all that remains is for you to sign!” he said, satisfied with himself. She put the shoes down.

          
      

         He flashed Danielle a big smile as his wife signed her name. He thought of giving her a thumbs up, but didn’t want to seem silly. Danielle lowered her gaze as he contemplated her bare shins and feet.

         The second time he’d been unfaithful to his wife was with a different woman. A friend of a friend. He’d fucked her in their mutual friend’s kitchen. She’d been caramelising the top of a crème brûlée and he’d stood behind her and lifted her dress up, as she ran the torch over the sugary surface.

         It had been exciting, but not all that enjoyable. Apparently, it wasn’t the conquest that mattered to him. It was the moment when everything in him came alive, when he experienced the kind of sensations that he no longer experienced with his wife.

         He soon returned to thinking about the woman he’d met at the hotel. Something had really clicked between them. Although there had been a couple of times when it had gotten too complicated with overnight stays in absurd places and he’d had to cancel last minute. Then she showed up in his office. He thought he had meeting with a Marketing and Communications student from an EU country to arrange the details of her internship.

         It was only when she walked into the office and kicked the door shut with her foot, that he realised it was her. She wedged a chair under the door handle, so no one would be able to open it from outside. Then she turned to him, grabbed his desk chair and wheeled him out from under his desk, straddled him and moved his hand under her dress and up, all the way up. He closed his eyes and thought, this is it, this is everything I could possibly want. Then she left again. He hadn’t cancelled on her since.

          
      

         He wanted to celebrate that they had signed the purchase agreement. She wanted to go back to the hotel. Back to the internet, to her email. She suggested that he went by the company’s office in the city.

         “Wasn’t that your excuse for being here today?”

         He concurred reluctantly but still tried to persuade her to catch a taxi to the Dôme du Marais and drink a glass of champagne with him. For a moment, she considered offering him another kind of ride, if only they could go back to the hotel, now! But he was unusually docile and they ended up each getting into their own taxi.

         There was a response from Danielle when she logged in. She was game. She’d been more than turned on after returning to her office. And now she was fidgeting so much in her chair that she’d have to do something about it, sooner rather than later, unless… Unless she wanted to meet at the apartment that very afternoon?

         She didn’t hurry to respond, but pressed her hands between her thighs and let the heat spread, feeling her neck begin to flush. With one finger she typed out a yes and suggested a time to meet. Then she logged off, threw off all her clothes and jumped in the shower. She took the shower head out of its holder, turned the power to full and pleasured herself with the stream of water like she had done when she was a teenager. She didn’t wanted to be too ready, as it would ruin some of the experience, but she couldn’t resist.

         A text message awaited her when she got out of the shower, from him. Had she booked that table at the restaurant? Otherwise they could meet at the apartment when he was done in the office.

         “Why?” she wrote back quickly.

         “I know a place nearby that does baskets of foie gras and Tomme de Savoie, just the way you like it.”

          
      

         Eventually, their affair had become desperate. He’d even gone so far as to suggest that they each divorce their partners and get together.

         “You’re never going to leave your wife. And all this, this is just sex for me,” she’d responded. He wasn’t even hurt by that, not even a little bit. He just climbed on top of her again—he still had time for one more before his next meeting.

         Now he sat in the Paris office, not really paying attention to their presentation of the latest sales figures. His wife had replied, a little after he’d sent her the text, but she’d replied and that was a good sign.

         “I’ll only meet you here if it’s Tomme de Savoie from a goat. And if the Moët Chandon Imperial isn’t too cold.”

         “Here”? What did she mean by “here”? He smiled.

          
      

         Danielle stood leaning against the wall exactly as she had that morning. The taxi pulled in in front of her, she turned off her phone completely and stepped out onto the pavement, feeling the warmth on the back of her neck, the sun was lower in the sky now. Danielle shook her hand formally and walked ahead of her into the building. Should she do something? Now?

         Between the third and fourth floors, Danielle paused, turned around.

         “Would you prefer that I walk behind you?”

         She nodded and climbed slowly up past her. She felt a hand crawling up her inner thigh.

          
      

         He got the shop owner to put together the basket exactly as he knew she would like it. It would be the perfect start to their new life together in this apartment, she would purr for him, the way only she did. He might even manage to experience those sensations with her again.

         With his lover from the hotel, those sensations had slowly begun to fade. So it wasn’t the conquest and it wasn’t the act of being unfaithful itself—he could do that as much as he wanted. It was the fantasy of something that kept going on and on without ever being the same. His lover had several partners, he was just one of them. Lovers were like underwear to her, one for every day of the week. When he’d suggested how they might wrap up their relationship, she’d not only been up for it, she had explained to him exactly how they’d go about it. Then he’d grabbed hold of her smooth, naked buttocks, turned her over and, for once, he closed his eyes and let fantasy, not her perfect body, do the work.

          
      

         The bed took up nearly the entire bedroom. Only now did she notice that the bedding was brand new. The pillows were arranged so she could fall back into them and fall she did. Danielle smiled and unbuttoned her striped shirt. She reached hungrily towards Danielle’s breasts but Danielle dodged her, laughing.

         “Turn over,” she said. She did, and Danielle’s long fingers unzipped her dress and pushed it up over her shoulders. She pulled it off over her head and lay stark naked beneath Danielle, who took hold of her small breasts from behind.

         She rolled over to face Danielle again and helped her undress. Danielle let her touch her breasts and she did so with urgency, devouring her with her hands and mouth, pulling Danielle down on top of her. She moved her hand between their stomachs and she could feel how wet Danielle was. Their wetness touched and Danielle let out a soft moan. Then her phone vibrated.

          
      

         In the taxi, he wondered about what would happen in the morning. When the cheese had been eaten and the Champagne run dry, the morning after the afternoon in the hidden apartment. Would he be able to keep her right there where she was now? In the stairwell he tried to make out her smell through the perfume, without success. Maybe she hadn’t come after all. Maybe she was driving around town laden with bags from designer boutiques. Maybe she wasn’t up for this game at all. At the apartment door he waited a moment before letting himself in, straining to hear what, if anything, was happening inside. He sent a text as agreed.

          
      

         She propped herself up on all the pillows. Danielle pushed her knees apart, spreading her legs so much that she could feel a stretch in her inner thighs. She was completely exposed. Danielle smiled and moved closer. She put two, then three, fingers up inside herself, until Danielle moved her hand aside and kissed her inner thighs, then she put her tongue in. In one movement, Danielle turned her onto her stomach again and continued licking her between her buttocks, up towards her lower back, pulling them apart with her hands as she did so, so she could get closer.

         The apartment door slammed. Had she lost track of time? She wanted to hide under the duvet, but Danielle seemed unbothered by the noise and continued. It didn’t sound like there was anyone else was in the apartment. Danielle pushed her further up the bed, brought her hand in next to her tongue and moved them in sync with each other. Then she heard footsteps. They weren’t alone and Danielle didn’t seem in the slightest bit surprised.

          
      

         In two steps he was at the bedroom door, after having stepped over Danielle’s stilettos on the doormat. The vision that met him was exactly as he’d fantasised. Danielle on all fours on the bed, his wife lying spread-eagled beneath her. Danielle’s dark, naked buttocks wobbled slightly as if she was enjoying what she was doing. Those buttocks he’d first gotten to know at the hotel, buttocks he now knew better than his wife’s, and the sound of his wife, purring. He felt the urge to unzip his flies. Instead, as planned, he asked:

         “Am I interrupting?”

         “Oh it’s you! Of course it’s you,” his wife murmured without looking at him.

         “Shall I help?”

         “No. Tell me what you see.”

         He did, slowly, thoroughly, not leaving out a single detail. The sounds she made began to intensify. When she reached her climax, Danielle released her and turned to face him. She winked.

         “The last sight of love,” he said, again, mostly to Danielle, but it was his wife who responded.

         “Last? That’s not what we agreed on.”
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         I had been planning to say something the evening I returned from Paris. I had plenty of chances. I could have done it in the car on the way back from the airport, when we carried in my suitcase, or later that evening when we lay together in bed. I could have said to him, “There’s something you should know.” But I didn’t. When the door to Arrivals slid open and there he was, Felix, holding our son in his arms, I knew I’d never be able to tell him about what happened that evening at Stade de France.

         Nor have I said anything since. Probably for the best. What was he supposed to do with the knowledge? How would it have helped him to know that his girlfriend was capable of something like that? And what on earth was I supposed to tell him when he asked, as he inevitably would, why I did it? That these things just happen? That not everything a woman does can be explained?

          
      

         It happened in July last year. The summer of the great European heatwave. Temperatures across the continent surpassed 42 degrees and the news was full of stories about people getting heatstroke and doing strange things; others were discovered dead in their apartments, their bodies having decayed in the heat far quicker than they normally would have.

         The day we flew from Heathrow, temperatures in London were record high. We boarded the plane, already drenched in sweat, and waited for take-off. Everyone was fanning themselves with the safety instruction cards. I was travelling with Naomi and Louise and we’d been looking forward to the trip since Christmas. Back in December, we’d bought tickets to see U2 at Stade de France. This was going to be the event of the year: a weekend without partners, without children. Three days of pure, unfettered anarchy.

         As we walked through Charles de Gaulle, we could see the layer of heat hovering over the carpark. Paris was engulfed by it. Even with all the windows rolled down in the taxi, we were sweating into our seats. The heatwave intensified every smell: women’s perfume, the nauseating sweetness of garbage bins, exhaust gas from the many cars, scoops of ice cream that had fallen and turned to warm cream on the pavement, the sizzle of fried food wafting out of restaurant kitchens, tree sap oozing out of overheated trees, fruit ripening too quickly outside greengrocers and the asphalt of the streets, melting and sticking to our shoes as we walked.

          
      

         The first evening, we ate at one of the restaurants at Place de Vosges. We ordered without looking at the prices and the food was heavenly. After a couple of bottles of wine, we were already a little tipsy. Naomi and Louise flirted with a good-looking waiter with dark, slicked back hair. How strange it was that such a beautiful man was working as a waiter; there must be something more to him, we agreed. When he came over with the main course, he asked us what our plans were for the evening.

         “We’re up for anything,” said Louise.

         “Anything?”

         “Anything.”

         He asked if we were interested in joining him and two of his friends when he got off work. They’d show us another side of Paris, he promised, and they would look after us, we needn’t worry, they’d behave like saints. Those were the words he used. He brought another bottle of wine to the table, said it was on the house and left us alone.

         “Well, we’re going, aren’t we?” asked Louise.

         “I’m in,” said Naomi.

         “Camilla?”

         “I’m not sure,” I said.

         “Why not?”

         “It just doesn’t seem fair to Felix. Going out with other guys like that.”

         “Oh come on. What do you think they would be doing if they were in Paris without us?” asked Louise.

         “It just feels wrong.”

         “It’s not wrong, come on Camilla.”

         “Just promise me it won’t be a late one,” I said.

         We finished the wine and stayed seated until the restaurant closed and the waiter’s two friends arrived. One of them was dark like the waiter, the other had fair hair and looked more Swedish than French.

          
      

         The fair-haired one had a Mercedes from the 70s. The leather on the seats had been replaced but it still boasted the original silver ash trays and a little minibar with four bottles in it. They served us cognac in oversized tulip glasses as we drove through the Paris nightlife. Conversation flowed and they spoke good English; the waiter’s friends were both students. They took us to a club in Rue Montmartre, Club Silencio—named after the peculiar nightclub in David Lynch's film Mulholland Drive. People stood in line waiting to get in but our waiter nodded to one of the doormen—they obviously knew each other well. The doorman looked us up and down.

         “Beautiful girls, true angels, aren’t you?” he said to us. He winked at the waiter and moved the velvet rope aside so we could enter.

         We walked through a large lounge area full of bookshelves and small tables where expensively-dressed couples sat drinking. Another room, which I took to be the main bar, was shaped like a metro tunnel and had gold-painted walls. A strange, broody music with long, sombre tones reverberated around the space. There was something disturbing about the music, about the way it rolled around itself like an aural vortex, the beginning of something that had yet to be defined.

         The men bought us drinks. I was already too drunk to notice what mine was but I did notice that they didn’t buy drinks for themselves. We danced, I with the blonde one, standing close together, swaying to the lethargic music. Now and then, the men exchanged a couple of words in French. At one point, they said something to a waiter, who immediately went off to the toilets.

         Shortly after, they nodded to each other and put their arms around us. I tried to pull back a little so my breasts weren’t so pressed up against the blonde one, but the music pulled us closer together. His leg slid between mine. It had an unexpected effect. Something opened up and a warm, tickling sensation spread up through my abdomen. I rested my head on his chest and he kissed my hair, saying something in French I couldn’t understand. For the first time that evening, I didn’t think of Felix and even when I did, I didn’t pull away. I knew it was wrong, but I stayed, pressed up against this man I’d barely said a word to, feeling his thigh muscles against my crotch. Next to us, Louise and Naomi danced, each with their own man. Were they thinking of their boyfriends at home? I’d met them, and I knew how jealous they could get, especially Louise’s boyfriend. Normally, she went out of her way to avoid doing anything that might arouse his suspicion. But my friends didn’t seem bothered; on the contrary, their arms were wrapped around the men’s necks, kissing them with slow, lingering kisses to the music that seemed to be closing in around us. I kept my head still, knowing that if I moved it, I would end up kissing my man too.

         “Shall we get a drink?” he asked, loosening his grip on me.

         We went to the end of the bar. Without asking me what I wanted, he ordered a whisky sour for me, nothing for himself. When I’d drunk half, I noticed that Naomi and Louise were no longer on the dance floor.

         “Have you seen my friends?” I asked.

         “Salle de bains,” he said.

         “Toilets? Both of them?”

         “Yes, with my friends,” he said.

         “But…”

         “This is Club Silencio,” he said and put his finger to my lips, teasingly. I didn’t understand what he meant. Nor did I want to ask.

         “Shall we join them?”

         “What do you mean?” I asked.

         “I mean shall we go and find them? They’re waiting,” he said.

         “Waiting?”

          
      

         The toilets were in a large room with gold walls just like the bar. They weren’t separated by gender; men and women used the same toilets so they could continue their conversations uninterrupted. Sinks for hand-washing covered the length of one wall and a four metre wide mirror covered another. In the centre of the room was a large, mahogany, cube-like structure with several doors. He led me over to one of the doors and knocked. A moment later, the waiter opened the door. He’d removed his jacket and shirt.

         “Come,” said the waiter and gave me his hand. I took it and followed him in. There were no toilets inside, only a leather table affixed to one of the walls. Naomi and Louise sat on the table, their dresses pulled down, their bras discarded on the floor.

         In the cubicle, the same music was playing from hidden speakers, but it seemed louder, more intrusive when it was the only thing you could hear. There were no other sounds, no footsteps, no voices.

         Louise looked up but her eyes were half-closed, as if she was about to fall asleep, or as if she was waking from a very deep sleep. She saw me and smiled, but there was something different about her, a kind of peaceful abandonment. I’d never seen her like this before. When the waiter went over to her, she let her head fall lightly back and yielded to him. Naomi kissed the other. She sat balanced on the edge of the table with her crotch pressed up against his, his hands cupped around her breasts. I don’t think she noticed that the blonde man and I had entered the room.

         He led me over the opposite wall and we watched the others in silence. It felt wrong to be in this room, as if I was an intruder, spying on my friends and their lovers. I felt I had crossed a line that I was not supposed to cross. We’d been friends for a long time, I’d seen them kiss men at countless parties and of course we’d seen each other naked, but this was something else. This was far too visceral. But, despite myself, I had no desire to leave. Whatever was about to happen, in this room, I wanted to witness it. It felt like a momentous occasion, like something was about to change forever.

         The two men nodded to each other and then, in what looked like a well-rehearsed choreography, they simultaneously pushed both women onto their backs and slowly removed their underwear. They caressed the women’s exposed vulvae, gliding their fingers down towards the vaginal opening, up to the clitoris and back. They repeated the movement three times. Then the waiter took out a small tube and squeezed a clear gel out of it. The gel on his fingertips, he smeared it around Louise’s outer labia, but only around her opening. He did the same to Naomi. Afterwards, he stepped back a little and I could see my friends’ vulvae glistening in the light from the ceiling.

         “What is he doing?” I whispered.

         “He’s preparing them for their halos.”

         “Halos?”

         “If it works, yes. It doesn’t always work.”

         The waiter unzipped his flies and pulled out his erect penis. He smeared it with gel and passed the tube to his friend. Then he took a small bag of white powder from his pocket and carefully sprinkled an even layer over his penis, the powder sticking to the gel.

         “Coke,” whispered the blonde man in my ear.

         “Why?”

         “Watch.”

         The waiter distributed the powder until his penis was almost white. I could only stare. He nodded to the other two men and spread Louise’s legs. He positioned himself between her legs, held his white penis just outside Louise’s vaginal opening and paused for a moment, concentrating on what he was about to do. Then he slowly—what seemed to me like several minutes—pressed his penis up into Louise, further and further until he was fully in. He remained motionless for a few seconds and then he withdrew as slowly as he’d entered, with the precision of a surgeon pulling a needle out of a muscle. I had no idea what was happening. Why had he only penetrated her once? I looked at the man sat next to me but he was transfixed by what was happening on the table in front of us.

         The waiter stood for a moment in front of Louise, then turned towards us and nodded again. He stepped aside and the blonde man led me over the Louise.

         “Look.”

         He pointed at Louises vulva. In the gel around her vaginal opening was a white circle of cocaine. A halo.

         “C’est parfait, l’auréole,” he said to the waiter, who nodded.

         They watched as the other man, his penis now covered in cocaine, positioned himself between Naomi’s legs and carefully entered her. When he pulled out, all three men bent over to study Naomi’s vulva. Another perfect halo. The three friends shook hands earnestly. The blonde got out his phone and photographed my friends’ halos. He turned to me.

         “Do you want to try?”

         I stared at him. Then I shook my head.

         “Let’s go back and let them finish,” he said.

         We went back to the wall where we’d been standing before. The two other men stood between my friends’ legs and entered them again. This time they didn’t pull all the way out but began to glide rhythmically in and out. The white halos dissolved more with every thrust. Thrust is possibly the wrong word for it. They penetrated slowly, almost sleepily. I could only stare. Suddenly, Naomi and Louise started convulsing, spasms travelling through their bodies. They both closed their eyes and spread their fingers out on the leather table.

         “The cocaine is beginning to work,” the blonde man whispered to me, “first it has a numbing effect, but then it begins to penetrate the membranes of the vagina and the penis head and intensifies every sensation. The combination of the numbing and extreme sensitivity is what makes a halogasm so special. It’s more intense pleasure than a normal orgasm and experienced for much longer.”

         “Isn’t it dangerous, putting cocaine up there?”

         “In the wrong quantities, it can be,” he said. “But we’ve tried it many times with many different women. If it goes wrong, we have syringes with adrenalin.”

         Louise started screaming or, at least, her mouth opened as if she was, but it was absorbed somehow by the music playing from the speakers above us. People on the other side of the walls had no idea there were two women lying here, screaming in ecstasy.

         “She's approaching climax now,” said the blonde, “It might go on for a while, this petite mort. We have seen women who could orgasm for up to 15 minutes. The men will have prolonged orgasms as well, but theirs are nothing compared to what your friends are experiencing.”

         The two men continued moving slowly in and out, concentrating on the on the female bodies in front of them. Occasionally, they touched Louise and Naomi between their legs. My friends’ bodies shook, as if someone was running an electric current through them, just weak enough not to electrocute them.

         As I watched them silently screaming in ecstasy, the blonde man’s hands moved over my breasts, stomach and down to my crotch, touching me through my dress. I put my hand over his, in a half-hearted attempt to put a stop to it, but he kept massaging my clitoris in insistent circles, tracing a halo with his fingers. It was only when I was about to come that I pushed his hand away. I was so close I had to bend over and tense all the muscles in my abdomen to hold back the orgasm. I wouldn’t, couldn’t, it was wrong… Felix… sorry, Felix, I’m sorry.

          
      

         Half an hour later, they drove us back in the black Mercedes. Naomi and Louise lay sprawled on the back seats, grinning like children. The men lit cigarettes, and blew smoke out of the open windows. None of us spoke. I was sitting in the front seat next to the blonde one.

         “We’ll be at Silencio again tomorrow. If you feel like it,” he said.

         “We're going to the U2 concert,” I said.

         “Well, maybe after Bono?"

         I smiled at him, noncommittally. We got to our hotel and stepped out onto the pavement. The men kissed us on the cheek, got back into the car, waved and drove off. I watched them from the hotel doorway. Their silhouettes in the car didn’t move; none of them turned to look back at us. Then they blended into the traffic on Rue Saint Antoine and were gone.

          
      

         At 5pm the day after, we gathered in Louise’s room to get ready for the concert. We mixed drinks with all the little bottles from the minibar and drank them as we did our hair and make-up. We spoke about the night before, or, Naomi and Louise did. The men, the halos, what had happened, what it felt like to disappear into another dimension. I listened. My phone beeped. A message from Felix. He’d also called several times the previous night. Was I enjoying Paris, he asked. What had we been getting up to? He wrote that he was looking forward to hearing all about it when I got back, our son was playing on the floor and they both missed me.

         “It’s Felix,” I said.

         “Uh oh,” said Naomi

         “He wants to know what we’re getting up to. Shall I tell him my friends got fucked by a waiter and his friend, who made cocaine halos around their vaginas?”

         They laughed.

         “Just say, ‘hi baby, we’re having a good time, we’ve been to the Louvre and now we’re eating takeout in the room,’” Louise suggested.

         “Is that what you’re saying?”

         “What else? You know what they say. What happens in Paris…” She winked.

         I put the phone back in my bag without writing anything. We made some more drinks. By the fourth I was already feeling a little drunk. I put on my dress and inspected my reflection in the soft, almost blurry, mirror. The dress was white, as white as snow, and so tight I couldn’t wear anything underneath it.

         I had another three drinks before we left. When we came out of the hotel onto Rue Saint-Antoine, I could barely walk straight. The sun was setting and its orange hues reflected in the shop windows, a fresh breeze wafted through the café awnings, bringing with it the scent of pastries and espresso, early evening in Paris. I struggled to balance in my stilettos. Naomi flagged down a taxi and I fell into the back seat.

         “Stade de France, s'il vous plaît,” Naomi said to the driver. He manoeuvred out into the traffic. I closed my eyes.

         “Hey, are you ok?” asked Louise.

         “I’m fine,” I replied.

         I opened my eyes again and buildings, people and lights merged into one as the taxi drove, stopped, drove again and stopped as a siren sounded and we pulled over to let an ambulance speed past and drove again. I could hear laughter somewhere nearby, young women in stilettos, shops, houses, everything drifted in and out. I saw Sacré-Cœur, fully lit and hovering somewhere above the city, disappearing and reappearing. We stopped for a red light. I rolled down the window and let the voices and the balmy evening breeze envelop me.

          
      

         About half a mile from Stade de France there was so much traffic it was impossible to drive further. We got out of the taxi and joined the crowds making their way towards the stadium. I was conscious of my dress, as if everyone knew that I was almost naked underneath, that they only had to bend down and look. But we soon got swept up by the current and I became more concerned about staying upright as we were propelled towards our destination. Bodies pressed against us. Strangers, sweat, arms, legs, hands on all sides, the smell of perfume, beer and fleeting glimpses of the last rays of sun before it sank behind the buildings on the other side of the square.

         The queue, if you could call it that, barely seemed to be moving, and eventually stopped entirely. Bodies pressed even closer together, with sweat greasy on our skin and, as we waited for something to happen, we could hear shouting behind us. People were falling towards us like a wave crashing. Seconds later, it had taken us with it. We went down with the surrounding bodies and I found myself lying face-down on asphalt, the weight of strangers on top of me, darkness all around. It was difficult to breathe. I felt like I was going to faint, then someone grabbed my arm and pulled me up. Louise.

         “Are you okay?”

         “Yes,” I said.

         People around us were getting to their feet but another wave was already coming our way. This time, I managed to stay standing and from here I could see the group of men who were starting the waves. They linked arms and ran forwards towards us. There were about twelve of them: tattooed young men, weightlifter types who weren’t trying to hide their physiques — they all wore small t-shirts. They ran into the crowd again and again, stepping over the fallen bodies each time and making their way closer to the front, closer to us. They pushed men and women aside and no one tried to resist them. There were too many of them.

         One of the men stopped right next to us. He looked me up and down and laughed. He had big teeth and rugged facial features. He must have taken something because his pupils were like needle tips. From under his t-shirt, a tribal tattoo snaked its way up and around his neck and onto the right side of his face. There was something odd about his overly-pumped arms. His neck was so wide it made his head look too small. One of the man’s friends slapped him on the shoulder, indicating that it was time for them to move on.

         “Je viens,” he shouted to the friend, without lifting his eyes from me.

         Instead of following his friend, the man grabbed my breasts and squeezed, hard. The pain was intense, but I didn’t make a sound, I looked at the man, at his pupils, his crooked teeth. He was laughing.

         “What the hell are you doing?” cried Louise. She slapped his arm.

         The man ignored her. He took one hand from my breasts and put it up under my dress. I saw the look of surprise on his face when he discovered I wasn’t wearing any underwear. I didn’t move.

         “Bon, tu viens ou pas?” shouted the friend.

         The man let go of me and disappeared into the crowd ahead of us with the others.

         “What a pig,” said Louise. “Why the hell didn’t you push him away?”

         I said nothing. I didn’t know why. I only knew that, between my legs, I was throbbing with excitement.

          
      

         Eventually we got past the ticket desk and made our way through a corridor below the rows of spectators, at the end of which, the stadium opened up to us and we were hit by the roar of 80,000 people crammed together in one room, albeit a large one. A giant metal crab was suspended twenty feet above the stage and the standing area was already littered with empty beer cups and rubbish. Louise took my hand and went first, I pulled Naomi behind me. We squeezed our way through the masses until we found a small opening close to the stage, where there was just enough space for us to stand. A screen hung from the crab’s belly, showing close-ups of spectators, then panning over the masses to reveal kissing couples, people drinking, and others spotting themselves on TV and waving to the camera. A couple of roadies were setting up instruments on the podium where U2 would soon appear.

         “Don’t look now, but those guys are moving towards us,” Louise said.

         I turned. The man with the tattoo was in front, followed by three others carrying trays of beers in plastic cups. They distributed the beers among themselves and lined up right behind us.

         “Ugh,” Naomi said, “Shall we move?”

         “But we have such a good spot here,” I said.

         Before she was able to answer, Stade de France was plunged into darkness. People in the audience started whooping and cheering. A spotlight came on and a man entered it. Larry Mullen. He sat down at the drums, alone on stage, under the crab, where he remained until the stadium fell silent. Only then did he take the drumsticks, lift them up and, the moment they hit the skins of the drums, the screens on the crab lit up and the podium was bathed in light. Mullen drummed a steady beat and onto the stage came Clayton, followed by The Edge. They took up their instruments and fell into rhythm with the drums. The audience was going wild, howling at the stage, waiting for him to appear. The band played on. Seconds, maybe minutes later, there was a movement towards the back of the stage and a figure emerged. Bono. His sunglasses, leather trousers, face, the stubble on his chin. It was as if his presence flipped a switch, and the mood in the stadium filled with hope, a collective feeling that this was headed somewhere, somewhere real. All that we desired, everything we strived towards, was somehow represented by this one man on stage.

         “Would you fuck Bono, if you got the chance?” Louise asked us.

         “What kind of woman wouldn’t fuck Bono, or any other rockstar, if they got the chance?” Naomi answered.

         “Camilla wouldn’t, she’d never to that to Felix,” said Louise.

         They laughed.

         Bono came all the way to the front of the stage where he stood gazing out over the enormous audience. Then he raised his arms above his head, forming a Y. The audience went wild. The women who were closest to the stage strained their arms up towards him and Bono bent down, brushing their hands with his. The cameras showed close-ups of Bono and the hands and something about that image struck me, it felt like surrender, like the moment just before orgasm. Of course I’d have sex with Bono, I thought. And The Edge and Mullen and Clayton. All of them. All at once.

         I moved my hand under my dress, discreetly, although it didn’t really matter, no one could see a thing. We were pressed too close together. No one saw me slide my fingers between my labia as Bono walked slowly away from the audience and back to the band, Clayton began on the bass and Mullen’s drumming fell into rhythm. On the crab’s screen, women were screaming, crying, mouthing his name. The Edge played a staccato on his guitar, Bono lifted the microphone to his lips… Magnificent… oh, oh… magnificent… I felt a lump in my throat… I was born… to be with you…

         The concert had begun and begun in style. Where before there had been 80,000 people muttering to each other, now the speakers blasted music into the giant stadium, filling it, catapulting it around and out over onto the square outside, across the streets squares and districts of Paris. Miles away, Bono’s voice could be heard, singing only love… only love… Close to the stage, it was impossible to stand still. The sound pumped through our bodies and we danced even though there was no space to dance. Louise and Naomi had their arms over their heads, twisting their bodies to the music. I swayed from side to side without removing my hand from where it moved fast and wet over my vulva. My breasts pressed against the tight dress and sweat collected in a pool between them, finding its way down over my stomach and all the way to my crotch.

         Only love… sang Bono, and 80,000 people sang with him … only love can… leave such a mark. He walked out along the platform that jutted out into the audience… oh oh oh, magnificent… and that’s when I felt a hand. Bono walked past us and, as he sang the word magnificent, a hand touched my back.

         I shivered. I looked to my friends to see if they’d seen. But neither Naomi, Louise nor anyone else seemed to have noticed anything. Everyone was focussed on the stage. It must have been a coincidence, a brief touch, a hand resting only for a few seconds on my lower back. I put my hands in the air and started dancing.

         Then it happened again. The hand. I felt it and I knew that, this time, it wasn’t a coincidence. It remained on my back, resting just above my buttocks, moving with me as I danced. I turned around. The tribal tattoo, the large teeth, laughing. I ought to have been disgusted, I ought to have removed his hand, but I didn’t. I smiled at him, held his gaze as I stroked his arm, his hot, hairy arm, covered in sweat. Then I turned my back on him again… only love … only love… and the hand began to make its way down over my buttocks. I swayed a little… only love… as the hand cupped my buttocks through the tight fabric of my dress.

         “Don’t you think it’s odd they’re playing Magnificent so early?” Naomi shouted. I pretended to consider her question and nodded. The hand disappeared and The Edge stepped forward to play a solo. The audience cheered like crazy. A microphone in a neon wheel dropped down from the crab. Bono grabbed it and shouted,

         “Bonsoir Paris, bonsoir Stade de France!”

         “Bonsoir Bonoooo,” the stadium shouted back.

         “We are so happy to be here with you,” shouted Bono. “We love you, we always look forward to visiting you here in Paris… because… well, Paris, you are crazy… and if you wanna go crazy… there really is no better place, is there? So, this song is for you, Paris. It’s I'll Go Crazy If I Don’t Go Crazy Tonight.

         The crowd went wild. The light in the crab went out… There’s a part ofme in the chaos that’s quiet. And there’s a part of you that wants me to riot… The hand was back on my buttocks, between my thighs. I turned to Naomi… listen for me, I’ll be shouting, shouting to the darkness…

         “Did you say something” she yelled.

         “No, no.” I shook my head.

         The hand moved slowly up my inner thighs. I spread them, and felt his fingers touching the bare, smooth skin between my legs—first gently, then harder, almost brutal. He pressed a finger against my vulva, then pushed it deeper, up into me. My mouth was so dry. I concentrated on the fingers inside me. Only after a while did I notice that some of the other men were also touching me—on my legs, back, buttocks and hips. The band made their way through several songs but the only one I noticed was Moment of Surrender. The others all merged into one. All the while, hands ran over my body. They took turns sticking their fingers up inside me.

         Bono’s face filled the screen, his eyes behind the sunglasses, looking directly at me, as they pulled my dress up. I was stark naked from the stomach down, in the middle of all these people. A pair of large hands held my hips and the man with the big teeth pressed his erection between my legs. Then he squeezed himself between my legs and penetrated me. I relaxed onto him and closed my eyes as the penis slid inside me, letting him do what he wanted to me, letting him fill me up. He stayed there for a moment, then pulled out a little, pressed his body against mine again and started thrusting, hard. I bit my lip to stop myself from screaming as they played Stuck In A Moment You Can’t Get Out Of. I loved that song. When it faded out, I stood for a long time with my eyes closed.

         When I opened them, I saw Aung San Suu Kyi. She came onto the stage. It looked like Aung San Suu Kyi but it wasn’t. There were a many of her—fifty Aung San Suu Kyi’s on stage. The screens showed a stream of pictures of soldiers in Burma beating monks in red tunics with sticks. Meanwhile, people on stage wearing Aung San Suu Kyi masks walked to stand at the edge of the stage and spread themselves out along the platform. Today… shouted Bono… Today we are all Aung San Suu Kyi. The man thrust harder into me and I moaned, but no one heard it. The Edge had begun to play a hypnotising sequence on the guitar that masked any sound I was making.

         The generals in Burma will know that they cannot hold back Aung San Suu Kyi, because they cannot hold back all of us… shouted Bono as the man thrust harder and harder into me—mechanical pumping, in and out—and his hard stomach hitting my buttocks again and again… we are all Aung San Suu Kyi… We will always be Aung San Suu Kyi… He thrust deeply one last time, a shudder went through him and his large hands gripped my hips as he emptied himself into me.

          
      

         The masked-people left the stage. U2 played Vertigo. Another man moved into position behind me. He spread my legs further apart and penetrated me violently, thrusting even deeper than the first. I could barely stand, but he kept thrusting. I don’t know if it was the way he was moving, or the way he was built, but he hit something in me, something that gave way, spreading from my crotch and into the rest of my body, making every part of me tremble. I could no longer hold myself up, but the men kept me upright… I’m at a place called vertigo. It’severything, I wish I didn’t know, except you give me something I can feel… The stranger thrust into me and I was about to come I was so close, so close, and then it happened and, as I screamed, the audience broke into an explosive applause. Before he pulled out, he put his mouth to my ear and hissed.

         “Salle putain.”

         He disappeared. They didn’t touch me throughout the next four songs. They seemed to be quarrelling over something. Only when U2 started to play In the Name of Love did the third man take up his position behind me, sliding his penis in between my thighs and moving it back and forth along my wet vulva before gliding up into me. He was taller than the others and hit my uterus so hard it hurt. I put a hand between my back and the man’s stomach to soften the shock.

         “Are you okay Camilla?” Louise yelled.

         “Yes, I’m fine.”

         “You don’t look that good. Your face is all wet.”

         “I’m fine,” I shouted, “It’s just so hot in here.”

         “I’m sweating like crazy too,” she shouted back.

         The man came and, as he pulled out, I felt semen flow down my legs. I pulled my dress down.

         “It’s nearly over,” Naomi yelled at us, “Shall we make a break for it now and avoid the rush?”

         “Yeah, let’s! Camilla’s feeling hot,” Louise yelled back. She grabbed my hand.

         “Come on you little sicko,” she said, pulling me with her. I turned around, hoping to catch sight of the men before we left, but I couldn’t see the one with the teeth, nor any of the others. They’d already made their escape.

         Louise led us back through the crowd. I followed and, as I walked, more semen poured out of me and ran down my legs. We were the only ones moving away from the stage; everyone else stood transfixed by Bono, straining to get closer to him. As we approached the corridor that lead to the exit, U2 were playing their final number

         We reached the corridor and behind us… It’s all right, it’s all right… Bono’s voice ricocheted off the walls… It’s all right, it’sall right, all right… she moves in mysterious ways. Eventually, we made it out to the square in front of the stadium, where vendors stood waiting to sell sandwiches and Eiffel Tower miniatures to U2 fans. We walked past them and out into the streets. Behind us a great, final applause erupted from the stadium.

         “Are you feeling better now?” Louise asked.

         “Thanks, I’m fine,” I said.

         “Let’s go and get a drink,” Naomi suggested.

         “We have to,” said Louise. “Now I’m in the mood for a night out.”

         “Club Silencio?,” asked Naomi.

         “I think so,” said Louise, laughing.

         My phone rang. I opened my bag and saw Felix’s name on the screen. I looked at it.

         “Are you going to answer?” asked Louise.

         “It’s Felix,” I said.

         “Shall we take a taxi to Silencio?”

         I nodded. The phone kept ringing. I turned it off and put it back in the bag.

         “I’ll talk to him later,” I said.
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         Martha Solloway sat in the make-up chair. In 20 minutes, they were due on. Anthony Linden had already been in make-up and was waiting outside in the green room. She had greeted him briefly as she hurried in.

         No one had yet seen the footage of their visit to the prostitute and the brothel that morning, but Martha had no doubts that she would emerge the winner of the debate. Anthony Linden was ugly, Martha’s political advisor Nicole had pointed out. And an ugly man surrounded by whores was bound to dig his own grave. The more Linden claimed to support the work of prostitutes, the more the photos of him, a disgusting, fat man in a brothel, would undermine his argument.

         “All you have to do is seem friendly and interested in the women,” Nicole had said, “then you’ve as good as won.” Now fully made-up, they made their way down the corridor to the studio. The debate would be broadcast live and, although Martha was used to this kind of thing by now, she still got that familiar rush of adrenaline right as she was about to go on. It was a good sign. It would keep her sharp and focussed.

         She replayed the events of the morning in her head. The street prostitute, who was also a drug addict, had suddenly demanded £60 from the film crew to continue recording, but it went against the crew’s journalistic principles to pay people to appear in a documentary, so they ended up packing up their things and moving on to the brothel. Martha had said a few words to the camera about how degrading and destructive it was for a woman to have to sell her body every day in order to fund her addiction. But they had probably cut that bit.

         Meeting Tip, on the other hand, had been quite a different experience and Martha was still reeling from it. The little Thai woman had opened the door and gladly showed them around her private home and the fantasy cave, as she called it.

         “My name is Tip,” she’d said, holding out her hand to Martha. A cool, slender hand that lingered in Martha’s a little longer than it should have. Then, as their hands moved apart again, Tip’s fingers had stroked Martha’s palm lightly, tickling her.

         Tip ran her own business. She was divorced and had purchased the apartment and its fantasy cave with the money she’d received from the divorce settlement.

         “Yes, I call it massage in the ads,” she’d explained to them. They were all gathered in a blue-painted room decorated with gold glitter, kitsch photos of belly dancers and an assortment of coloured lamps. A four-poster bed stood in the middle of the room, hung with gold net-like fabric; the bedsheets were a light blue satin. Hand irons, leather cuffs, mouth gags, whips, dildos, condoms and napkins were neatly arranged on the shelves behind the bed.

         Anthony Linden had been thrilled. Tip was his ideal whore. A woman who, with her own money, had chosen her profession and seemed to like it. She wasn’t a drug addict, there was no pimp running the show and no trafficking involved.

         But his enthusiasm was, as Nicole had predicted, his downfall. Now they were both seated either side of the debate host in the warm studio, surrounded by bright lighting and cameras. Anthony Linden was sweating visibly. Martha had long since learned to apply deodorant to her face before make-up.

         He was also sweating in the film footage from Tip’s home. They watched the video together in the studio. A middle-aged, balding, overweight man wearing a too-tight shirt looked greedily around Tip’s fantasy cave. He said a lot about personal freedom and the rights of self-employed business owners, but the only thing that really came across was a slimy man who wanted to secure his own rights to stick his dick up the nice little woman who stood in front of him.

         Tip was nice and little. Martha let out a sigh when she appeared again on screen, recalling the sensation of Tip's fingers in her palm.

         They had sat next to each other on the edge of the bed and Martha had asked Tip about how she came to be here, doing this. Tip told her about her ex-husband, a British man who had come to Thailand and offered her a better life. Then they’d travelled to the UK and gotten married.

         “So you did it for the money,” Martha concluded. “That I can understand. But do you really think this is better? You don’t have to do it anymore, if you don’t want to. There are other options for you in this country.”

         But Tip had just laughed and said that with her ex-husband she had to have sex with the same ugly man all the time and she had none of her own money. Now she got to decide who to have sex with and the money she earned was all hers to keep. Wasn’t that already much better?

         Back in the studio, they looked up from the video. The cameras were focussed on them again and the host repeated Tip’s question to Martha. Wasn’t it better that Tip got to decide?

         This was Martha’s chance to talk about how difficult it was to break out of a vicious circle once it has sucked you in. How could Tip be expected to do anything else, when this was all she knew? It was society’s responsibility to help her. And a good place to start would be to acknowledge how degrading the life of prostitution was.

         In the taxi on her way home, Martha checked her text messages. There was several from fellow party members congratulating her on how well the debate had gone, and one from Nicole saying that a radio show had asked if she would be up for an interview the following day. She made a mental note to call Nicole as soon as she got home.

         The taxi drove past Paddington Station and soon rolled to a halt in front of Martha and Fred’s terraced home in Conduit Mews.

         Fred had kept her dinner warm for her. She kissed him briefly, and responded impatiently when he asked her how it had gone. She was hungry.

         “Didn’t you see it?” she snapped, helping herself to a portion of his homemade veggie lasagne.

         “Yes, I did. I recorded it too. Do you want to see it or would you rather not?”

         Normally, Martha preferred not to revisit her TV appearances. She only did it when Nicole insisted they needed to evaluate. But tonight she felt like it for some reason. She pressed play and sat down with her lasagne in front of the television. Tip’s red-painted lips, that mischievous twinkle in her eyes. They tickled her in the same way Tip’s finger had when it stroked her palm that morning. It was as if Tip was looking directly at her through the screen.

         “Would you ever go to a prostitute?” she asked Fred.

         “Why would I do that, I have you!” He laughed and tried to kiss her.

         “Does that mean that if you didn’t have me, you would? That it’s just a matter of not being unfaithful?”

         “Stop it, you know what I mean. You take everything so seriously.”

         Fred went back into the kitchen and started cleaning up. Martha turned down the volume and called Nicole.

         “It was really good that you didn’t say ‘ban’,” said Nicole, “and that you said ‘acknowledge it as degrading’ instead, but be aware, journalists are going to try and get you to say ‘ban’ when you get into more of these kind of debates.”

         “That’s what we’re working towards though, banning prostitution.”

         “Yes, but people don’t like bans. Keep calling it something else and get them to focus on your arguments instead.”

         Tip’s face disappeared from the screen and Martha switched the television off.

         When they had said goodbye in the hallway, Tip added that Martha was always welcome to visit. She hadn’t offered her hand this time, leaving Martha feeling that their business was oddly unfinished, but Martha had just nodded and opened the door to leave. Tip repeated her words, Martha could just stop by if she wanted to know more.

         The idea had taken root in her. It had been at the back of her mind all day. She could just stop by.

         No, it was madness.

         But she couldn’t dismiss the thought. It was if she’d already decided back in Tip’s hallway that morning.

         “I’m going to go and meet Nicole,” she called to Fred in the kitchen.

         She grabbed the car keys.

         What was she doing? What did she want with Tip?

         It was madness.

         But she couldn’t let it go.

         Tip's apartment was only a five minute drive from Martha’s home and she could easily have walked. But Fred thought she was going to meet Nicole, which would require the car. Why had she lied to him? Why hadn’t she just said she wanted to ask Tip a few more questions to be ready for her interview tomorrow or something?

         Of course she knew why. Deep down, she’d known why the whole time.

         The light emanating from the doorway to Tip’s building looked strangely distorted. Martha’s chest tightened. The summer air was heavy and humid. She got out of her car as if in a trance, disembodied from the city around her. The voices and laughter coming from the pub on the other side of the street were muffled and distant, several people on her side of the street passed her like shadowy silhouettes.

         The name on the doorbell was clear enough. ‘Ali Baba’s Cave’ was the official name of Tip’s company on the second floor. The letters glittered in the dark, like little stars.

         Martha looked up at the sky, expecting to see more stars, but all she could make out was a blurry, pale moon. The rest of the sky was black.

         She rang the bell, saw stars fly across the sky and Tip’s small, pert breasts. The front door had been freshly painted and almost glowed green. After a while it spoke and the voice of Tip appeared as if from above.

         “I can see you Martha,” laughed the voice, “but you cannot see me. There’s a camera. Smile!”

         Martha smiled. Nothing happened.

         “You must say the magic words,” said Tip’s voice. “Everyone who makes an appointment with me is told the magic words in advance. But I think you already know them.”

         “Open, sesame,” said Martha, realising then that she’d always known. She’d known when she was a little girl and held on to a friend’s hand slightly too long.

         “I knew you would come,” said Tip. She wore a light blue satin kimono with gold embroidery.

         “So I made sure I had no other customers tonight.” She tilted her head a little to look at Martha, who had just stepped into the apartment.

         “Am I a customer?” asked Martha, perplexed. “You said I was always welcome…”

         “Everyone is a customer, but of course, you don’t have to pay, sweet Martha.” Tip laughed a little. “Not this time anyway. Come now!”

         Martha followed her down the long corridor to the fantasy cave.

         Small lights twinkled on the cave’s blue ceiling. Their own starry sky.

         “How did you know I would come?” Martha asked.

         “When you left this morning, you wanted me to touch you again. I could sense it.”

         They sat down on the bed.

         “I saw you on TV,” Tip continued. “You don’t think people like me should exist.”

         “That's not true,” Martha objected. “It’s… it’s something else. You’re like a fairy. So light and nice…” She put her hand on Tip’s thigh.

         “And fairies must be protected? I don’t think you know what you’re dealing with.”

         “I’m married,” Martha said, “to a man.”

         “Why should that matter? Marriage is nothing. Marriage is a piece of paper and there are many genders. Do you want me to shave you? Wouldn’t it be nice if you were completely smooth down there? Go to the bathroom and take off your clothes. I’ll follow you in a moment.”

         The bathroom was spacious and its walls were painted ruby red. Martha took her clothes off, hesitated, then took a red towel from a pile and wrapped it around her body. She was already so wet between her legs that she didn’t dare sit down on the chair for fear of leaving a mark.

         Tip entered.

         Martha stopped breathing.

         At least that's how it felt. It felt as if time had ceased to exist, the universe had burst out of its edges. She was drifting in a starry haze.

         Tip had donned a maid uniform that exposed her small breasts above the bodice. The skirt was so short Martha could see suspenders and a glimpse of her buttocks.

         She had a small bowl and a razor in her hand.

         Take off the towel and sit on the chair,” Tip said, inspecting Martha’s body as she obeyed. “How exquisite you are.”

         She touched Martha's left nipple and Martha let out a small moan.

         Tip filled the bowl with warm water and found a bottle of shaving foam. Then she knelt down in front of Martha.

         Martha spread her legs. She didn’t need to be told. Everything in her was rushing towards one point, a point that pulsated with desire.

         Tip sprayed her pubic hair with shaving foam, Martha shuddered in anticipation.

         Then she felt the razor, sliding from top to bottom.

         “Spread your legs a little wider,” Tip said.

         Her fingers stroked Martha's outer labia, smearing the foam around evenly, then the fingers slid into her pussy and she couldn’t hide it any longer, she had never been so wet. Tip gave her a piercing look.

         “Touch my nipples,” she said.

         Martha stroked Tip’s brown nipples. They were rock hard. Should she suck them too?

         The razor slid across the outside of Martha’s labia, and she moaned and closed her eyes.

         “Now you are perfectly smooth,” Tip said, washing off the last of the foam. “Try, feel for yourself.”

         In the red bathroom, the slender Thai fairy approached her pussy. Martha could feel Tip’s breath on her vulva, at first in small puffs, and then the tip of her tongue, both hard and soft as it danced around her clitoris.

         This is what she’d been waiting for all those years. All it took was to do it, say it, open sesame, to walk through the lime green door and into the fairies in the blue and red fantasy caves.

         Tip began to lick her clit in earnest. A sweet, almost unbearable rush travelled up through Martha’s body. Everything trembled.

         She was nothing but desire. As if nothing existed except the tongue and her impossibly hungry body.

         Tip’s tongue pressed up against her vaginal opening, and began to slide up inside her slowly. A warm, pointy thing, sliding in and out again and again and again until she came, exploding like a supernova.

         “Next time we’ll be in the blue cave,” said Tip in the hallway, giving Martha a goodbye kiss on the cheek.

         Martha parked the car. It didn’t happen.

         The yellow climbing roses around her and Fred’s front door smelled like they usually did. The world looked as it was supposed to look. She reached out and touched one of them. Soft like velvet.

         But who was she kidding? This wasn’t reality. This house in Paddington with its idyllic roses around the door, with the man who was waiting up for her, who talked about business and politics and electronic music and how many children they would one day have. She had fallen for him because of his interest in music. Only later had she found out that he also had an MA in Economics, like her.

         Although, perhaps it was. Reality, that is. It was with Tip that reality had become strange. Gold glitter and bright colours, an artificial starry sky, a talking door, a fairy on a summer night.

         She had to forget it, forget Tip. It didn’t happen.

         When she made it up to the bedroom, Fred was lying in bed with his computer.

         “Did you talk it through?” he asked. He looked happy.

         She had always loved his generous face and his open way of being with her.

         “Yes,” she smiled. “I'm coming to bed now.”

         She went out to the bathroom. It was bright and homely. Soft, expensive towels hung on the rail and their identical Philippe Starck toothbrushes stood neatly in their respective grey toothbrush mugs. She closed her eyes and thought of Tip’s red bathroom. She was still so wet between her legs. She needed more sex.

         Then she remembered. She opened her eyes and stared at her own reflection in panic.

         She was clean shaven down there! And Fred was waiting for her in the bed!

         In desperation, she began to pull razors out of the bathroom cupboard. It had to look as if she’d just done it. She had to leave evidence.

         She sat herself on the toilet seat for a moment and took a few deep breaths. Then she turned on the tap so Fred could hear the water running and she shaved some hair off her legs with a razor. She left the razor lying next to the sink.

         Tip. Tip’s tongue on her clitoris. She was horny. She needed to be fucked. Fully undressed, she went into Fred.

         “What do you think?” she murmured, turning off the main light. “Do you like me smooth?”

         Fred did.

         “Martha, aren’t you checking your phone?!” Nicole accosted her as she made her way up the stairs to her office.

         “I just needed some peace yesterday, I turned it off after we talked,” she replied. “Did something happen?”

         “There are rumours of a cabinet reshuffle, Boris is in the shit because of the scandal, and they want a woman instead. A young woman. You probably! Your campaign against prostitution is getting attention. You’re the only one who’s had any success in that domain. Isn’t this amazing? Your first ministerial post, possibly!”

         “Slow down a second,” said Martha. She could barely follow what Nicole was saying.

         They entered Martha's office.

         “Anyway, today is going to be busy,” Nicole continued. “The press have already run with the rumours and I have at least 15 journalists who would like a comment from you.”

         “I have no comments. Not until something concrete happens. Just tell them that.”

         “Will do. Simon from the Prime Minister’s office has a tip as well. He says keep your phone open tomorrow because this is likely to go fast and you need take that call as soon as it comes.”

         A tip. Tip. Martha watched the door close behind Nicole. She’d requested that as many of her meetings as possible be cancelled. She couldn’t seem to get back to herself. Yesterday she’d had sex with Fred and it was enjoyable, it had been exactly what she needed. But now, she sat writhing in her chair thinking of one thing and one thing only: Tip’s tongue.

         It was wrong. Wrong. She’d been unfaithful to Fred. With a woman. He must never find out.

         And now a ministerial post, maybe. A reshuffle. What would they offer her? The Ministry of Health and Social Care perhaps? If anyone ever found out she’d been to a prostitute, she was finished in politics.

         She looked around her office. Everything was dark wood and dull green. This is what reality looked like.

         But this wasn’t the only reality. How could she ever be satisfied now that she knew of the existence of fairy tales? She had to lie under that starry sky again. She had to lie in the blue satin sheets with Tip.

         “Open, sesame,” Martha said as soon as she had rung the doorbell.

         As on the night before, the moon was pale and blurry and Tip’s lime green door shone bright. In another world, Fred thought she was meeting with Nicole again, this time to discuss tomorrow’s possible call from the Prime Minister offering her a place in his cabinet.

         “Tonight, I have a very special experience for you,” said Tip, taking Martha’s hand and leading her into the blue fairytale cave. “Take off your clothes and lie down on the bed. Would you also like to see me naked?”

         Martha nodded and Tip tossed aside the kimono she was wearing as Martha undressed.

         For a moment they stood naked in front of each other. Martha reached out and gently touched Tip's breasts, unsure if she was allowed to.

         “Have you ever surrendered fully to desire without being able to do anything about it?” Tip asked.

         “That's how I feel now,” Martha said hoarsely.

         “That may be. But that feeling can become even stronger. Now lie down.”

         Martha did as she was told. She lay naked on the blue satin, looking up at the stars in the ceiling, whilst Tip reached for something on the shelves behind the bed.

         She took down a pair of leather cuffs and chains and said, “I promise you, this is the portal to another world” and she began to fasten the cuffs around Martha’s wrists and ankles. Martha trembled in anticipation. Tip’s fingers on her wrists and ankles sent shivers through her body.

         “I don’t know if I dare,” she whispered.

         “If you want to get out of it at any point, just say the safe word.” Tip hesitated. “Sesame. Remember that, Martha. Say Sesame and I’ll set you free again.”

         And then Tip let out a strange laugh, and Martha shuddered. There was a dangerous glint in the little Thai fairy’s eyes.

         Her arms and legs were stretched out towards each of the four bedposts and fastened to them with chains.

         “I could blindfold you and silence you with a gag if I wanted to,” Tip said, letting her long, artificial nails glide over Martha’s stomach. “Then you wouldn’t be able to say the safe word. Then you’d be completely in my power.”

         Sesame, Martha thought. But she said nothing. She didn’t want it to stop. On the contrary, she wanted Tip to gag her and deprive her of the opportunity completely. No responsibility. Pure surrender.

         Tip licked her, first her nipples then, slowly, she worked her way down over Martha’s stomach and towards her pussy.

         Oh yes. Martha’s body began to tense up in expectation. She lifted her abdomen as best as she could.

         The tongue stopped on the clean-shaven area just above her clitoris.

         “Keep going,” Martha begged.

         Tip got up and put on her kimono again.

         Martha groaned. It was unbearable. It was torture. Sweet torture. But she knew Tip would soon continue.

         Tip left the room and, when she returned shortly after, she had a phone in her hand.

         “What are you doing?” cried Martha, as Tip held the phone up in front of her. “Are you taking photos?!”

         Tip said nothing. She pressed something on the phone and started typing.

         “Let me go!” Martha shouted and tried in vain to pull her wrists and ankles out of the cuffs.

         Tip’s phone rang. She answered.

         “Yes, that’s what I said. Do you believe me now? You can come with a photographer and take your own photos. She’s not going anywhere. Remember two thousand, cash only.”

         “Let me go!” Martha shouted hysterically. The cuffs dug into her skin as she pulled but she didn’t give up.

         “Sweet Martha, I am a businesswoman,” Tip said. “Did you think it was for free?”
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         Whenever I was stuck in a boring meeting or found myself on a cramped Metro, I would always start daydreaming about a summer flirtation with a tanned man with a great smile and long, slim fingers. For weeks, I'd been fantasising about a dark-haired Southern European man. His hair was longish, his hips narrow and his stomach flat. A golden body that shone on white sheets. Long story short: I dreamed about having an affair with no strings attached. One that would take me away from everyday life, from my two-bedroom apartment, my steady job and my gym membership. I longed for adventure. And this adventure actually seemed to be within my reach.

         This was the plan: three weeks with my friend Minna in her parents' house in the South of France. We'd been friends for more than a decade, Minna and I, since our mid-teens. We knew everything about each other. Or so I thought. We'd always been there for one another when our hearts got broken or our careers were going badly, and now we both felt the need for a long, sunny holiday together. Just laying by the pool or on the beach, drinking rosé and reading novels all day long, the latter mostly to prevent our brains from giving up completely due to too much relaxation. We were going to take the train to Aix-en-Provence, a name that brought to mind the salty taste of olives and the sweet smell of lavender.

         I'd already laid out my Interrail ticket and my sunscreen on my desk at home when Minna and I met up for a glass of white wine after work a couple of weeks before our departure. It was a grey summers' day, the clouds spraying rain all over the sidewalks. We entered our favourite wine bar by the water. Minna ordered a sparkling water and I looked at her dubiously. We'd talked about drinking wine, not water! “I'll wait a bit,” was all she said.

         I tasted my white wine and we started talking about the stress of tying up all the loose ends at work before going on vacation. I noticed how Minna was acting kind of awkward, playing with the ice in her glass instead of meeting my gaze. I started to suspect that she was trying to tell me something. And I noticed that her nails were long and painted with sheer nail polish. Usually, Minna kept her nails short and painted red, if anything.

         I was just about to ask her if she was looking forward to our trip when a man entered the bar. He looked around and headed straight for us, smiling when he made eye contact with Minna. I suddenly understood her unease. She knew him and was about to introduce him to me.

         He stopped behind Minna, put and arm around her waist and rested his cheek against her hair.

         “Hi,” he said.

         Minna leaned back and smiled up at him. Then she looked at me and said, “I want you to meet Tom.”

         He gave me his hand and smiled, and my stomach lurched, because I knew what Minna was about to tell me and why she was so nervous.

         Tom ordered a glass of red, and over the following half hour Minna went on to explain that Tom had invited her to stay with him in a chateau in Bretagne, and how could she turn that down? Didn't I see? They'd only just met after having texted for a couple of months and they were crazy about each other. And she wanted to give it a go.

         Tom seemed nice and he was good-looking in an unassuming way. “I got a great deal,” he told me. “They have oysters and Calvados, and they make their own cider!” He was excited and told me all about these plans that did not include me. Meanwhile, Minna was looking at me with puppy dog eyes. I sighed. What was I supposed to say to my friend, standing there with a tilted head, a glass of sparkling water in her hand and a new man's arm around her waist?

         I swallowed and nodded. “It's okay,” I said.

         Minna was clearly relieved. “Great! I knew you'd understand. You can go on your own, I suppose, the ticket's paid for. We'll go some other time.”

         I nodded again even though I knew that would never happen. A near future with a house and a nice picket fence was written all over her.

         “We talked about grabbing a bite at that new noodle place,” said Tom, “Want to come?”

         “No, thanks,” I said, shaking my head. “I have some work I need to do before tomorrow.” I finished my glass, gave Minna a quick kiss on the cheek, hugged Tom awkwardly, and left.

         I was shocked, but my legs managed to carry me to the Metro station. I was extremely disappointed, and I noticed that my legs were shaking somewhat. I wanted to cry. Not only from hurt, but also because I now had to go on vacation alone for three whole weeks!

         There wasn't enough time to get another friend onboard. Besides, I felt some strange shame in being the type of person whom a close friend would abandon just like that. Did I really matter so little to Minna? It stung, and it was a defeat I wasn't eager to share with others.

         I dragged myself up the stairs from the Metro station and trudged into the supermarket to buy a salad. Then I went home to my apartment in Frederiksberg. All my fantasies about sexy Frenchmen, nice cool breezes and steamy nights seemed ridiculous now. I sat on the sofa, eating my quinoa salad without actually tasting it and watching a documentary about dying coral reefs. My imaginary Frenchman was long gone and had left a hole in my heart, even though we never got to meet. As I got up to brush my teeth, my eyes fell on my Interrail ticket. I picked it up and considered tearing it in two. I wanted to destroy something. But I didn't. Maybe I could get a refund, I wondered. I went to bed in a very bad mood.

         I took me a while to fall asleep that night and when I finally did, I dreamt of riding trains in the Alps. The train went through tunnels and along mountains, and the sky was a brilliant blue. When I awoke, everything was suddenly clear. I'd go on my own! I chose to see Minna’s rejection as an opportunity. I was going to Italy. I was going to ride through the Alps in a train so that I could see all those mountains, tunnels and blue skies for myself.

         I decided on Venice, Cinque Terre and Rome. A journey to three places with good food, nice weather and lots of culture. The thought excited me. I could do whatever I wanted! But I also felt kind of lost. I had no idea what I wanted to do. I would be without all the planning that Minna usually did. Should I bring my suitcase, or would I be better off with a backpack? Should I spend all my time on the beach or go experience some culture? Minna and I spoke very little in the weeks before my departure. Every time I heard her voice, anger boiled inside of me. Relief always washed over me when I got to hang up.

         I bought myself a nice bag for cash and my passport, and I filled my suitcase with shorts, light dresses, flip flops and sneakers. Fourteen days after Minna dumped me for Tom, I was on my way.

         The first stretch of travel was from Copenhagen to Hamburg and then a night train to Vienna. I thought the night train would be like the one in Murder on the Orient Express, but there was nothing romantic or adventurous about the six bunk bed compartment. However, the people I shared it with were fun! Five exchange students from Austria, who for environmental reasons, never travelled by plane. They were returning to Vienna from Oslo and kindly shared their boxed wine and crackers with me.

         In the evening, I made my way uncertainly down the rocking train corridor towards the toilets to brush my teeth. I studied my face in the smudgy mirror. It smelled bad in there, just like the toilets in school when I was a kid. On the way back, I met the young guy who had the bunk over mine. He was a few years younger than me, and very pale and skinny. The train turned sharply, and I lost my balance and fell into him. I apologised, and he reached out to steady me. Up close he smelled like soap and wool, and suddenly everything about him remined me of my first boyfriend, Peter. He was also skinny and pale and eager. Eager to have sex with me, eager to save the world, to go to high school, to make a difference, to get started on life. His eagerness had been charming, but also exhausting because he always forgot that I wasn't eager to do all the things he wanted to do. I broke up with him at Roskilde Festival after he'd left me in the crowd to get nearer the stage to be close to his heroes. I didn't even know what band we were seeing. Foo Fighters perhaps? I closed my eyes and shook my head, letting go of the memory. The young Austrian guy looked at me. “Was ist los?” he asked.

         “Nichts,” I said. I wanted to say more but all I could remember from my German lessons in school was ”Angst essen Seelen auf” and that didn't seem to fit in this situation. I just smiled and made my way past him.

         I was quite thirsty and continued down the hall to find the conductor. He sat in a small, closed area in the other end of the train, looking at his phone. I knocked gently on the glass window of the door. He looked up and smiled, and a cold shiver ran down my spine. For a second, I thought I recognised him, but then I realised that he looked like the Southern European man from my fantasies. Suddenly, I got nervous that he could see all this on my face and I felt really embarrassed. But he just looked at me pleasantly, waiting for me to open the sliding door.

         “Wasser?” I asked, worried that it sounded rude and tried to make up for it with a smile, a head tilt and raised eyebrows to underline the question part.

         The conductor got up and indicated a small fridge by the door. I stepped aside to better give him some space. The door slid closed behind me. Again, the train turned dramatically, making me lose my balance. The conductor grabbed my arm to prevent me from falling. I regained my balance but he didn't let go of my arm. The heat of his palm spread to the rest of my body. His hand was dry and warm and we stood so close that I could hear his breathing.

         “Wasser?” I asked again.

         He nodded, but didn't remove his hand.

         Neither of us said any more. We just looked at each other. He smiled. My smile was a bit stiff and a bit too big. I cleared my throat to ease the tension. His response was to raise his hand from my arm to my cheek. Gently, as if I were a baby that needed to be reassured.

         Suddenly, we were accosted by loud screeches as the door between the two train carriages opened. The roar burst the bubble and I stepped back and looked up at his face. Someone knocked on the door behind me. The conductor reached for a bottle of water in the fridge and gave it to me.

         I slid open the door and squeezed past the middle-aged woman who'd knocked on the door. I made my way back to my compartment with unsteady legs, my cheeks burning at the thought of being touched like that by someone I didn't even know. I went to sleep as northern Europe flew by in the darkness outside.

         The feeling of his hand mixed with the imagination I had of my lover with eyes as dark as olives. My desire for another person's body took over completely, just as when I was a teenager. The wheels on the train made the carriage pulse rhythmically and rocked me to sleep.

         The train reached Vienna the next morning. I said goodbye to the five young Austrians and went into the city, my suitcase rumbling behind me. I was embarrassed checking in alone at the Trend Hotel Austria. The receptionist looked at me judgementally, I felt. Maybe it was paranoia. My hands were wet with sweat, and I felt so awkward. Travelling alone was harder than I’d thought.

         What does one do alone in Vienna? I did what most tourists do, and went to look at some art. Egon Schiele and Gustav Klimt primarily painted and drew pictures of naked women, and I tried to get lost in their beauty. But the faces of the women seemed empty to me. I floated through the museum in a cloud of desire that these pictures couldn't satisfy.

         I spent the rest of the afternoon wandering around the city and the more tired I got, the more content I felt. As it started to get dark, colourful lights switched on along the canal, the city putting on a festive and alluring dress, inviting in a different way than its daylight attire. But no one turned to talk to me, no one looked my way, and I started to get scared that I would experience no human contact for the next three weeks.

         The discomfort still ate at me as I tried to fall asleep that night. My brain bounced between my sexual fantasies and my fears of loneliness. I was scared I'd be the only one in Europe with no one to drink, eat, talk and share experiences with.

         These fears still coursed through me the following day as the train took me through the Alps towards Italy. Mental images of myself all alone at European tourist attractions interfered with the very real and beautiful mountain images outside the window. Rather absentmindedly, I reflected that the mountains looked like those in a Disney movie, as I chewed on my thumb and nervously tried to figure out how to make my visit to Venice joyful.

         Venezia Santa Lucia was the final stop. I got off and was instantly enveloped by the noise and heat of the city. There were people everywhere. Asian people with giant suitcases, Americans with too short shorts, Italians with strollers and shopping bags. A bit overwhelmed by all of these impressions, I sat down on the stairs in front of the station with a bottle of water. In front of me was a wide canal on which water buses sailed this way and that. I'd booked a room in a place called Hotel Sant’Anna. In order to get there, I would have to get a boat to Giardini, but it took me while to pull myself together and purchase a ticket.

         The boat ride took 45 minutes, and the more old houses and narrow canals we passed, the more relaxed I felt. My shoulders stopped feeling so tense, and I tilted my head back and let the sun warm my face. Venice was breath-taking and bizarre all at once. All of those houses rising out of the water defied the laws of nature. The water should be eating those houses from below, and in some places that's exactly what it looked like. The water was a beautiful turquoise and the whole city was lit up with colour, sunshine and the sparkling water. Being alone was no longer so bad.

         Sweat ran from my chest into my top. I pulled at the fabric to get some air on my stomach as I licked drops of sweat from my upper lip. A middle-aged man across from me gave me a smile and fanned himself with a magazine to indicate that he was also way too hot. His stare made me feel even warmer. I crossed my legs and let go of my top, which instantly clung to my breasts.

         My stop arrived at the far end of the wide canal, where the city faced out towards the lagoon and the Adriatic Sea. I stepped off the boat, crossed a big square, went down a wide avenue and past a fountain with little turtles in it. My map led me across another bridge and down a narrow street to a tall gate. The words 'Hotel Sant’Anna' appeared above it in cursive iron letters. On the other side of the gate I saw a messy, overgrown yard and a waterless fountain in the middle. The place and the reception area had a certain rustic charm, I thought, as I opened the heavy front door. This whole place was like a thing from the past. A quiet, bald man handed me a solid iron key at led me over dusty carpets to my room, number 7. This place seemed sort of neglected, but when the receptionist opened the door to my room, happiness coursed through me. One wall was made up almost entirely of windows, and showed a view of a quiet canal bathed in sunshine. I nodded to the receptionist, closed the door after him and opened those windows wide. Then I threw myself on the bed.

         The roomed smelled like dust, salt water and damp walls. The waves outside made a nice, low gurgling sound, and further off I could hear the sounds of pots and pans in use. I put a hand on my stomach and closed my eyes. I was observing the red patterns on the inside of my eyelids when images of my first boyfriend appeared. It must have been that night on the train that made me think of him.

         I especially recalled his hands: long fingers and long oval-shaped nails. Hands that travelled all over my body, a teenage boy exploring the female form. His hands were the first to ever make my legs spread and my mouth sigh. He was fascinated by our different bodies. His long-limbed and bony, mine curvier and softer. He touched my curves as if he were trying to learn them by heart. His hands cupped my breasts, weighing them, and he caressed my hips as if I were some statue he'd made himself. He studied and kissed my toes, my knees, my buttocks. Kissed every centimetre of skin on my stomach, licked my bellybutton and drew circles around it with his tongue.

         After school we would lay in his narrow bed or in mine at my parents' house, while he slowly taught himself everything there was to know about my body and my desires. He put his hands on my waist to see if he could reach all the way around. He traced my veins with his fingertip and tasted the sweat behind my knees and on my elbows. He was a great explorer of my body. Later, his careful fingers would discover my crotch and all its secret passageways. He touched me, listened to my breathing. “Do you like that?” he would ask. “And this?”. His fingers stayed where they were if I started gasping and breathing move heavily. But we had to constantly keep an ear out for parents getting too close to the door, and we stopped instantly whenever noises from the kitchen or doors slamming told us the house was inhabited by other people.

         For weeks, he carefully tried one thing after the other until he finally hit the jackpot. We had two hours off between classes and snuck back to his place where no one would be home. His hands were used to my body by then. He knew it tickled when he touched the skin on my hip, and that I melted and sighed when he caressed my stomach. He teased me, played with me, took me all the way to the edge only to take a break until I begged him to continue. Again and again he would do this until all my urges suddenly burst inside me and tore through my body in a wave of satisfaction that left me breathless and warm. My eyes were closed, my breathing fast. His hand cupped my breast as he watched me.

         We didn't have intercourse that day, but I felt as though I'd become a woman. My sexuality had been unlocked, and I wanted more.

         And yet, several weeks passed before we reached the highest point of intimacy together. We made our way through the erotic scenery with slow, but steady steps. We knew our destination and while we waited, every hour spent in school was sweet and teasing. I would sit restless in my chair, daydreaming while I drew flowers and hearts in my notebooks. Then followed the long afternoons in one of our beds. We drank tea from mugs and listened to the radio.

         I fell asleep now to the sounds of that radio in my mind and the ghost of Peter's careful touch on my skin.

         Twilight had arrived in Venice when I awoke. I felt well-rested and energized and up for taking a better look at the city. I decided to walk around St. Mark's Square before finding a place to eat. I brushed my teeth, put on a dress and went out into the soft Venetian night. This area seemed to house few tourists, and Italian voices sang from the open windows.

         The air felt warm against my bare legs and the sky was like a dark carpet over the city. A waiter in a café smiled when he saw me, and a little girl in a stroller waved at me with her chubby little hand. The first part of my route took my down a calm street with bars and restaurants on both sides. Then I walked along the water and across a wide stone bridge. Gradually, I entered a livelier part of the city, and soon the whole place was hidden behind tourists, street vendors and souvenirs.

         St. Mark's Square was a bit of a disappointment, really. I looked like it did on the postcards and jigsaw puzzles. I felt like I already knew all about it as it spread out in front of me like a football field of stone. All the groups of tourists looked like Lego figures in their colourful summer clothes, pointing at the church towers or sitting in the cafés. For some seconds, all I did was observe the chaos. Then I hurried across the square and down a smaller street. But there were just as many tourists, bumping into me. It was unbearable. I kept going, choosing the streets with the fewest people.

         I did so for about fifteen minutes. Through the labyrinth of Venice. Down busy streets, and down empty ones that smelled like cat urine. I reached a square where the bars had plastic furniture and everyone wore sneakers and jeans. Here I felt at home, and the smell of pizza made me hungry.

         I found a free table outside one of the busiest bars and sat down on an orange plastic chair and picked up the greasy menu. Pizza, beer and drinks. I ordered an Aperol Spritz and pizza Margherita. All around me, other guests were busy talking, flirting and drinking. I sipped my Aperol and when the waiter came over with my burning hot pizza, I took a giant bite of a slice, its cheese perfectly soft and crust deliciously crispy.

         The pizza got cold and the cheese hardened, and I went inside to order a beer at the bar. I sipped from it and leaned against the counter as people came and went. Two young men came up beside me. Early twenties, I assumed, both with dark hair and wearing jeans and wrinkly shirts. When they got their Peronis, they looked my way and lifted their glasses to toast me. One of them let his hand run through his long bangs, before squeezing his eyes together and smiling at me. His teeth were even and white, and he had dimples. After one Aperol and now two beers I was convinced I spoke perfect Italian. “Skål”, I said, and the two young men laughed and said ”Skol”. Their pronunciation made me smile.

         We started talking, as far as English and my weird mix of Spanish and Italian would take us. I told them I was travelling around by train, and they told me they were cousins and there with a bunch of family members after a birthday dinner. They pointed outside towards a group of people chatting while keeping an eye on a handful of children who were running around playing.

         Another beer made me forget my communicative challenges completely. I was giggling and chatting, but behind my easy smiles I heard my own critical voice:

         
            You travel south and immediately start acting like a parody of some free-thinking, sexually hungry Scandinavian!
      

         

         Stop it, answered the part of me that was joking around with Luca and Sandro. Here are two nice young men. You are on holiday. And who is it who always judges you in these types of situations? Minna! And she's not here. Thinking of Minna put a damper on my mood. Minna always followed the rules and that may have paved the way for how I lived.

         I suddenly felt irritated, and I shuddered.

         “Are you cold?” asked Sandro. I shook my head.

         His next question made my blood boil. “Are you here alone?” he asked.

         “Yes.” I pressed my lips together. I didn't really want to elaborate and played with the label on my bottle. Then I shrugged. ”My girlfriend dumped me just before the holiday.”

         Sando and Luca looked at me confusedly. It occurred to me that they probably thought I was talking about my significant other.

         “No, no, not girlfriend like that. Girl who's my friend.”

         They nodded and smiled, communicating with their facial expressions that they sympathised.

         Shouts from outside got their attention.

         “We need to leave,” said Luca.

         Sandro looked like he wanted to say more. But then he merely nodded. He looked at me. I opened my mouth to say something but I didn't know what so I closed it again.

         “Bye then,” said Sandro. He took my hand and held it longer than necessary, firmly. When he pulled back, his fingers grazed my palm. His touch made me shiver. I looked up into his eyes.

         “Ciao,” he said.

         “Ciao,” I said. Then I turned around to leave so as not to drag this departure out any further. Leaving them behind was a pity, but then again, I was quite tired.

         I strolled down to the lagoon. I breathed in deep and looked out towards the dark horizon. Suddenly, Venice felt claustrophobic – beautiful, but claustrophobic. Tomorrow, I would explore all day long and then would continue my journey to a destination in which the air hadn't been breathed in and out by so many people.

         I walked along the water, not really noticing anyone else. But then, loud laughter dragged me out of my thoughts. A small group were walking along in front of me, and I recognised them from the bar. It was the people that Sandro and Luca belonged to. The adults were all laughing out loud and walking unsteadily. The women wore dresses and high heels. Around the adults, school-age kids were running around playing tag. A little girl in a pink dress ran after them, unable to keep up with the older children.

         I slowed down to avoid an awkward run-in with Luca and Sandro, who may think I was following them.

         The kids fell behind. The boys teased the girls, running up to them and then running off again before the girls could catch them. They youngest girl tried relentlessly to catch a boy around eight, but he kept escaping as he jogged along the water, the girl out of breath at his tail.

         I saw the accident coming before it happened. The girl was looking towards the boy whose attention was on the other boys. I saw the missing cobblestone at the water's edge. I saw her fast-moving feet in pink sandals. I saw her head turn as the adults started laughing. And I saw the sandal that got stuck where the cobblestone should've been. I saw it all before it happened, and that's why my reaction was so quick. But not quick enough to prevent her from falling into the dark water with a quiet scream.

         Afterwards, I found myself astounded by my own level-headedness. I heard myself shout for help before jumping into the water after her.

         The cold water surrounded me with darkness, and I kicked towards the surface, looking around for the girl. Her white face shone a few meters away. She kicked and splashed as her head disappeared back under. Three strokes and I was at her side.

         I grabbed her around the waist and started swimming on my back towards the water's edge. My hand found some ring made of iron and I looked up to see if anyone were there to help us up. But all I could see was the dark night sky. The girl's family had continued down the quay without noticing her absence.

         For a couple of seconds all I could do was panic. I held the girl close. She was quiet from shock. But she soon started crying quietly.

         I looked around. 50 meters further down I saw some stone steps that led up to the quay. I started swimming in that direction, one arm still holding the girl. She started to writhe and object in Italian. I knew no words that could make her feel better, but tried shushing her and saying “there, there.” I swallowed a mouthful of water and spat and coughed but kept going. My arms were so tired, and our wet clothes were pulling us down.

         ”Hey!”

         I looked up towards the voice.

         I saw a group of faces looking down at us with horrified expressions. The air was filled with bickering, agitated voices. Arms reached for us and I lifted up the girl as high as I could. They got hold of her and she disappeared from my sight.

         “Klara?” Asked a deep voice. I squinted in the light of a streetlamp, unable to make out the face looking down at me. I blinked a few times. Finally, Sandro's face appeared.

         “Sandro?”

         “Sì.” He lay on his stomach and pulled himself to the edge. He was about a meter and a half above me, and I managed to grab hold of his hand. He pulled and I crawled and somehow I managed to get out of the water. I paused, sitting at the edge, trying to catch my breath as water dripped from my hair, running down my breasts. Sandro crouched down next to me.

         “Okay?” he asked.

         I nodded.

         He gave me his hand and pulled me up.

         “They are thanking you for jumping in,” he said in broken English.

         I looked towards the family. They were smiling and speaking over each other in both English and Italian, nodding and pointing at the girl.

         “It's okay,” I said.

         “But why are you here?” asked Sandro.

         “I live by Giardini,” I said. “I wasn't following…”

         “We also live near Giardini. The little girl is my…” He stopped, searching for the words. ”My brother's daughter.” Sandro looked at me. “You're in a bit of a shock?”

         I nodded.

         “Come, you need a change of clothes,” he said. “I'll go with you, okay?” He handed me my bag and put a hand between my shoulder blades. The heat from it warmed my cold skin and made me shudder. He moved his fingers around like he was petting a new-born kitten, and it sent shivers down my spine as I met his touch. He returned the pressure before removing his hand, and it made me blush and unable to look up from the ground.

         Hip to hip, but not touching, we made our way back to my hotel. Suddenly, I heard Minna's voice again. What? You don't even know him! But I made her shut up. My instincts told me that Sandro wasn't the creepy type. I returned his smile as my anger transformed into energy running through my body. We turned down Via Garibaldi and walked quietly in the dark towards the hotel.

         When we reached the gate to Hotel Sant’Anna, I stopped and turned towards Sandro. Saying goodbye now was difficult, but I was very cold and only wanted to get out of my wet clothes and take a warm shower.

         My back was against the gate. Sandro took my hand. Then he leaned forward. I thought for a moment he was going to kiss me, and I felt my mouth open slightly. But his face continued past mine and I heard his whisper in my ear. “This is goodnight.”

         My breath was unsteady, and my heart beat like crazy. You could cut the tension with a knife. I sensed his body, his smell, his presence. It was everything. Nothing else mattered. Our breathing was in sync. Chest to chest.

         The tension eased when he suddenly straightened, cleared his throat and said, “good night!”

         “Good night,” I said. The gate shut behind me and I made my way through the courtyard and up the stairs to my room. I took a long shower. Let the warm water wash away any trace of the lagoon. Clean and tired, I crawled into bed and fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.

         I slept in the next morning. I stretched out on the uneven mattress when I awoke. I checked the time. It was 11 am. I'd missed the hotel’s breakfast.

         The sun blinded me as I stepped out into the street to go get some coffee. I found a table with a parasol and ordered an americano and a grilled sandwich. I eyed the people passing me. To my utter astonishment I spotted Sandro making his way up the street. I considered pretending I hadn't seen him, feeling uneasy about a potentially awkward reunion. But he saw me too and came over to me. In the light of day, I noticed the fine lines around his dark eyes as he smiled, and a furrow between his eyebrows.

         When he sat own and ordered a coffee for himself, my fear of an awkward conversation disappeared. “Would you like for me to show you around?” he asked.

         I nodded and tried to hide my blushing face behind my cup. When we'd finished our coffees Sandro got up, threw a twenty on the table and grabbed my hand.

         “Come on.”

         He led us down a small path, away from the tourists and souvenir shops.

         The city was burning hot. But between the old, tall buildings, the shade prevailed. We walked and walked some more. At some point, his hand slid into mine, and it felt like the most normal thing in the world that our fingers should intertwine.

         When the sun found a way down even the narrowest of streets, we went into a bar and ordered some water and grilled aubergine sandwiches, drenched in oil that greased up my lips and fingers. Later, we took a boat to another part of town, Giudecca, and ate ice cream that melted in our hands. We tasted each other's ice creams, catching the melting sweetness with our tongues. I devoured the city with my eyes. Lush gardens behind iron gates. The paint peeling from all the old houses. Staircases made of stone, Venetians pushing shopping carts over the narrow bridges and boats sailing on the canals.

         As the day came to a close, we sat down in a café in Giudecca. From there we had a great view of St. Mark's Square and Ducal Palace. The city was golden now and the sky turned a beautiful indigo while we gorged on olives and chips. My feet hurt but I felt great. Whenever I looked at Sandro, he smiled warmly. Our verbal communication was far from perfect, and yet we were completely on the same wavelength, like we'd known each other for years.

         Sandro caressed my thigh with the back of his hand. The tiny hairs stood up.

         “Would you like another Aperol?”

         I looked towards the dark blue sky, listening to the sounds of the city. Around us, bars and cafés were starting to close. Chairs were stacked on top of each other and tiles swept.

         I shook my head.

         “Do you want to leave?” I asked. “Show me more?”

         Sandro nodded and finished his drink. I emptied my glass and got up. Butterflies fluttered in my stomach. I pulled at my dress and straightened my back, smiling.

         “Come on.” Sandro took my hand and dragged me to the water bus stop.

         I squeezed his hand, and he squeezed mine. I felt so alive. So light.

         That night, we walked many kilometres as the city closed down. Tourists disappeared into restaurants and went back to their cruise ships. Metal shutters were pulled down in front of shop windows, and street vendors packed away their fridge magnets and hats and dragged their stuff through the city.

         We walked and we walked, past dark canals, across bridges. We walked in silence; we had no more words left. The city was quiet when he led me down a narrow alleyway towards a canal.

         Three small boats were tied up to wooden poles. Sandro let go of my hand and got into one of the boats. He turned and reached for my hand. I followed him gingerly and took it. I wasn’t exactly elegant stepping into the boat, and I almost lost my footing, which made my heart beat extra hard. Sandro grabbed me around the waist, and he didn't let go once I'd regained my balance, but just held me as my breathing slowed down.

         He lightly patted my hips to signal for me to sit down. I kneeled down and looked up at Sandro, who was looking for something under a seat. He pulled out some cushions, which he placed on the rear seat. We sat down next to each other, the gurgling of the water the only sound left in the city. We sat quietly, feeling the rhythm of the boat in the canal. Sandro was the first to stir. He lifted a hand to my face, slowly, and with two fingers he carefully shut my eyes as if he were putting me to sleep. I didn't protest, and waited for his next touch. His hand came to rest on my shoulder, and I tilted my head, pressing my ear down on the back of his hand.

         He placed his other hand on my thigh, and I caught it with mine. His fingers were longer than mine, slender and warm. For a while I just enjoyed the heat of his skin against my fingertips. Then I opened my eyes and looked at him. He had a quiet smile on his lips but his expression was serious.

         His dark eyes shone like olives in the dark. My stare travelled down his neck, pausing at the little black hairs poking out from the top of his shirt. With my eyes, I traced the brown buttons all the way down to the waistband of his pants. My hand left his and made its way to the brown leather belt, loosening it. The buckle rattled in the quiet night. His breathing was rapid and mine quickened in response.

         It was like a dance in which we took turns taking the lead. He took the first step, but right now I was the boss. I chose the direction. I unzipped his pants and he leaned back. When I moved my palm over the white cotton of his boxers, stretched out by his excitement, he moaned softly. I swept my palm over his sex and he moaned again. Then I started scratching carefully at the fabric, but with enough pressure to make him shudder. Suddenly, he caught my hand in his and made me stop.

         We sat without moving, looking at each other. Now it was his turn to lead. He cupped my breast through my clothes. I mirrored his movement and placed my hands on his chest. I felt the fast beat of his heart, pumping blood around his body.

         Skin, fabric, warm breaths, heavy-lidded eyes, parted lips, searching hands. This was all I saw. The world around us had disappeared. We kissed. Slowly, hesitantly, curiously at first. Then searchingly, his tongue dancing and insisting. My mouth welcomed it. I pressed my lips against his with greed, wanting more. But then his kiss became light and teasing once again, and I slowed down as well. He lifted a hand to my face. His thumb slid into my mouth, and I caught it between my teeth. I wanted more kisses, but he started to pull back. His half-shut eyes took me in, and I stared into his eyes.

         He saw in them my hunger, which he only made more persistent with his tantalisingly slow movements. His fingertips travelled over my collarbone. First one, then the other. They found the soft skin on my arm and drew circles on my neck. Every light touch increased my desire and quickened my breath. He leaned closer. Held my face in his hand as were it made of glass. He nibbled my earlobe and a tiny pain shot through me.

         There wasn't much room in the boat, but he got down on his knees in front of me and pulled up my dress all the way to the waist. I could feel the evening breeze on my bare thighs as they opened for him. He buried his face in my black panties and kissed me through the fabric. I got wet and he slid his thumb inside. It moved up towards my most sensible spot and my legs started spreading even more. He removed his hand to place mine on my own hips. I wiggled out of my panties and left them on the floor of the boat. My curly, trimmed pubes seemed so dark against the pale skin of my stomach and thighs. For a few seconds he just looked at my crotch. Then he bent over. I pulled down my dress to cover myself, and the only thing I could see now was the back of his head that jerked up and down. I had to close my eyes then, and the canal, the houses and everything else disappeared, everything but the rising intensity between my legs.

         He pushed my legs further apart as his tongue made lightning bolts shoot down my thighs towards my toes. At first it was just wonderfully pleasant, but more and more, I started feeling like a volcano ready to burst. The fire was burning hotter than I'd ever experienced before.

         Finally, I exploded. Colourful fireworks burst beneath my eyelids. I shuddered and whimpered, and threw my head back, my back arched.

         Breathing heavily, I regained my senses. I heard drunk people yelling from across the canal.

         Sandro kissed my neck and my chest. Softly. Then he fixed my dress.

         “Come on, we need to leave.”

         I was confused. And dizzy. But I let him pull me out of the boat and up the stairs, once more on steady ground.

         Sandro walked me back to my hotel, holding my hand and smiling. I didn't know what to say or what this was. He had just given me one of my life's most significant sexual experiences, which had left me completely out of my senses. And he didn't even expect anything in return.

         When we reached the gate he ran a hand through my hair and caressed the back of my neck.

         “Good night.”

         I staggered up the stairs to my room, tired and alone. Sandro must be married or have a girlfriend or something, since we had to part so suddenly. He hadn't talked much about his private life. We'd just talked about the present, about what we saw, what we ate and experienced. He kept his life a secret.

          
      

         Doubt had crept in on me by the next morning. I'd spent two nights in Venice. I didn't know whether to travel on or ask to extend my room for one more day. As long as I was in this city, I would be looking for Sandro. I wanted him.

         I decided to stay. I spent the day walking around. I visited the Bridge of Sighs which Casanova allegedly crossed on his way to prison. I admired the palazzos that had housed royalty throughout history, and I took a boat out to the isthmus where 'Death in Venice' had been filmed.

         The whole day, unease clung to my body. Would I ever see Sandro again? Was I being silly, letting my happiness depend on some guy? Why couldn't I just find a nice Danish man like Minna?

         Feeling worn and hungry, and tired from all these anxious thoughts, I went back to the hotel to change. I was just going to go get some pizza and then head to bed. Tomorrow was leaving day.

         In the foyer, the hotel owner came forward and handed me a note. It said: Via Garibaldi 335. Sandro Russo.

         The hotel owner raised his eyebrows but didn't say anything when I put the note in my pocket and ran up the stairs, two steps at a time. The anxiety had turned into tickling anticipation.

         The mirror showed an excited face, wet hair clinging to its cheeks. I pulled on a clean dress and ran back down the stairs, headed towards Via Garibaldi. I tried to remain calm as I checked the numbers on the houses. Number 335 was at the end of the street, next to a bar filled with locals drinking white wine and Aperol.

         My heart was in my throat when I approached the street door and read the names of the people in the building. As I placed my finger on “Russo” I started to panic. I knew virtually nothing about Sandro. I looked around. A waiter at the bar met my eye and smiled. It made me at little calmer. I pushed the button. A buzzing noise told me that the door was open.

         Small stone steps led me up the dark stairwell. On the door of the top floor was a brass sign that read “Russo”. I hadn’t even reached the door it before it was opened from within.

         Sandro.

         He was wearing dark blue linen trousers. A tuft of hair stuck out the top of his white shirt. He reached for me and I ran the last few steps, out of breath. He closed the door behind us. I could almost hear my heart beating in my throat.

         Sandro led me to a living room with big, soft sofas, glass tables and dark bookcases filled with books. The kitchen was connected to the living room, and next to me a spiral staircase led to the next floor.

         “Hey,” Sandro whispered. His voice was deeper than I remembered, and it sent sparks flying through my body. I was on fire, but Sandro didn't seem to notice. He went into the kitchen and found a bottle of Prosecco. He raised his eyebrows in question, and I nodded. When he offered me a glass, I was scared he'd notice how much I was shaking. But he made no comment. His fingers

         brushed lightly against mine, which made me shudder. I was both turned on and feeling a bit anxious.

         “Come on,” he said. He led me up the spiral staircase. Upstairs there was another living room, and doors that led to a bathroom and some bedrooms. It occurred to me that I had no idea who lived in the apartment. I was about to ask but didn't find the words before Sandro walked me out on a wide terrace.

         You could see the lagoon and all its boats, ferries and cruise ships from here. The dome of a church shone warmly in the setting sun, and on the street, I heard children's voices. It was extremely idyllic.

         Sandro walked up behind me. I tasted the wine and kept looking at the water. I felt his fingertips touch the underside of my breasts gently. I leaned back, feeling his chest against my back. His fingers travelled further down and came to rest on my stomach on top of my dress.

         “You sure you want to?” he asked.

         “You asking me this now?” I leaned my head back against him and took another sip. His hand kept wandering further down. Excruciatingly slow. Impatience started bubbling inside me and I pressed my bum against his crotch. He was aroused, and I rubbed gently against his hard sex. He gasped.

         His fingers found their way under my dress and down my panties. An index finger slipped into my crack, and I shuddered and closed my eyes.

         I heard him put his glass on the stone railing. He took my glass as well and disposed of it. He quickly grabbed my hips and spun me around, so we stood chest to chest. His long, flexible fingers held my buttocks, and then he lifted me. I instinctively wrapped my legs and arms around him. We kissed. The kiss alternated between being greedy and demanding and carefully exploring, like being caressed by a feather.

         When we broke off the kiss to catch our breaths, he rested his forehead against mine for a few seconds. Then he started walking backwards until he bumped against a huge bed. He put me down and tugged at my dress, a sign that I should take it off. I pulled it over my head while he unbuttoned his shirt and pants and stripped them off. Without taking his eyes off me he sat down on the bed and pulled me towards him by my hips. I frantically tore off my panties and my bra.

         He was excited. And big. A beautiful and symmetrical sex rose from a bush of dark hair. I straddled him, his hands coming to rest on either side of my waist. He kissed me quickly before his lips travelled on to my chin, my neck and my breast, dancing lightly on the surface before enclosing around the nipple. I threw back my head and I heard myself scream when his mouth squeezed around me and sent fire through my body.

         I pressed his head against my chest as my hips started to rock against his. My whole body felt open and I was desperate to feel him inside me. I got up on my knees, and he closed his eyes and sighed as he entered me. His fingers dug into my hips as I lowered my body over him and then, slowly, raised myself back up. With a hand on either side of me, he started controlling our rhythm. I threw my arms around his neck. Skin against skin, I rode him. Faster. Harder. Chasing my release. My muscles felt like lava, enclosing Sandro's body as he did mine. Until finally…

         We gasped into each other's mouths as we drifted towards climax. When I came, all I could see was red and golden fireworks, dancing below my eyelids. The release sent shivers through my entire body, and I screamed.

         Sandro threw his hips upwards, his climaxing arriving only a few seconds after mine. I collapsed against him, warm and tired.

         Gasping, he leaned his forehead on my chest. My hands touched his back and I could feel his ribs moving up and down in tune with his quick breath. Without pulling out, he lay down on the bed and laid us on our sides so our chests, stomachs and faces were touching.

         We laid like that for a long time, not talking. The sky went from violet to indigo to a dark blue. Sandro got up to get our glasses and the Prosecco. We drank, looked at the sky and talked only a little. It felt easy and comfortable.

         The moon was a small, bright arc over the lagoon when Sandro asked: “And tomorrow?”

         “Tomorrow I leave.”

         He kissed my nose. “Okay.”

         Then there was silence.

         “Where are you going?” he asked.

         “Cinque Terre.”

         “Okay.”

         Silence again.

         Finally, he said. “I want more.”

         And I said “Okay.”

         I rolled over and sighed with happiness. I was in bed with a man with slender fingers, dark hair and a golden body. He smiled at me. I smiled at him and took his hand.
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         I opened my eyes. I was lying in white sheets in a soft bed I didn't recognize. The sun shone through thin, green drapes. I closed my eyes, remembering where I was and how I'd ended up here.

         I'd been fantasising about a dark-haired man with elegant fingers. A man living in a different country, somewhere warmer than Denmark. And now he was lying right here next to me. Sandro. In a bed in an apartment on the top floor of an old Venetian building. My dream had come true. His long eyelashes rested on his honey-coloured skin, and a lock of hair curled on his forehead. He was breathing so heavily it bordered on snoring.

         I sat up carefully, but I must've woken him because he reached for me with his long, slim fingers. His eyes were still closed, but his lips were turning upwards. I noticed a crocked tooth. But this tiny flaw in an otherwise perfect mouth just made him even more beautiful. It made him soft and approachable. He pulled me towards him, and I kissed his soft lips. Gently. Two mouths that had explored each other thoroughly the night before now meeting in common recognition.

         His free hand started moving down, following the curve of my butt cheek. A deep groan – like a trapped sigh – echoed in his throat. I sighed and let my body melt into his. With both hands planted on my butt he pressed me towards him. We were both naked and I could feel his body wanting mine. I needed only lift my hips slightly to slide onto him. My body felt soft and receptive after a good night's sleep and I rocked gently back and forth. The tension rose in me like a wave travelling towards land from somewhere far away. The current got hold of me and transported me to a place deep within myself where a burning fire was the only thing I knew of. Sparks shot from my crotch, through my thighs and my stomach, across my chest and to my face. I threw back my head, closed my eyes and breathed deep into my lungs. I saw nothing and heard only the air flowing through me when the tension finally loosened its grip on me. Sandro clutched my hips and pushed me up and down eagerly until his tension peaked as well, before letting his arms fall to the side.

         I stayed on top of him, looking down at his beautiful serene face, at his chest and his firm stomach. His bellybutton was perfectly oval, and his hip bones pointed down towards his crotch. He was comfortable in his own skin in a way I've only ever seen young men be. He'd surrendered to the pleasure. All his thoughts were gone. He was his body and his desire.

         His lashes stirred and he opened his eyes. We smiled at each other tentatively, like teenagers who have given away too much too soon.

         He pushed me off gently. I pulled the sheets over my chest. But he pulled them back down and squeezed my breast. Quickly and firmly. Then he swung his legs out of the bed and got up. He pulled back the curtains and the light hit half of his body, outlining his muscles.

         Through the window I could see the white sky. It was going to me a humid day, I could tell. I rolled onto my stomach, eyes on Sandro as he crossed the room. The sound of water splashing told me he was in the bathroom. I pressed my cheek against the pillow and closed my eyes. It smelled like laundry detergent and of some fragrance that wasn't Sandro's manly smell of citrus.

         It made me open my eyes again. I looked around the room. I couldn't tell if a woman lived here. It had a dresser, painted a dusty green, and the bedspread, now spread on the floor, was white. The only art on the walls was a drawing of one of the city's bridges. The wine glasses were where we'd left them and my sandals lay forgotten outside somewhere.

         Covering myself with the sheet, I went out on the balcony. A sound made me turn around. Sandro stood in the door, his eyes travelling all over me. Even though the sheet covered me I felt like I was being evaluated. I tightened my grip and made a face at him.

         Sandro walked up to me and pulled at the sheet insistently. I lost my hold on it and it fell to the ground. He walked back a few steps and just looked at me. His stare made me uncomfortable. I stirred, wanting to get away from his searching eyes. But he was in my way. I couldn't read his face. He raised a hand and suddenly slapped me on the butt. I froze. I was so surprised and looked into his eyes.

         “Beautiful,” he said. He squeezed my butt cheek as if it were a melon he was considering buying. Then he smiled and raised his eyebrows.

         Heat flushed my cheeks. Was he really just standing there judging my body as if I were a horse at an animal show? I felt embarrassed, angry and sad. A thousand thoughts ran through my mind.

         But I chose not to react.

         I smiled politely, touched his arm and squeezed past him into the bathroom. I got under the prickling jets of water in the shower. The water washed off the night. I let a hand slide over my body, looking at it anew. I was an ordinary woman, neither very young nor middle-aged. My skin was firm. The small lines around my eyes were the only indication that my age would one day catch up with my body. My stomach poked out a little bit, my thighs were round. I was healthy, I was strong. I didn't need Sandro evaluating me. I was going to leave Venice and not look back.

         As I stepped out of the bathroom, I found Sandro in front of a large mirror in the bedroom. He was blow drying his hair. It nearly made me giggle. I guess he cared as much about his own looks as he did mine. Our eyes met in the reflection, and I smiled at him. A real one, but a short one. We didn't belong to one another, but he was gorgeous and we'd spent a beautiful night together.

         I got dressed and went out onto the balcony to get my sandals.

         When I got back inside, Sandro was gone. The smell of coffee reached my nose, and I followed it into the kitchen. Sandro lifted a moka pot in my direction, and I nodded. He handed me a tiny cup of espresso, which I drank in three mouthfuls.

         “I'm going to go,” I said.

         “I want to come with you,” he said, but his eyes travelled from my face to the wall behind me and there was no conviction in his voice whatsoever.

         I hoisted my bag and kissed Sandro on the cheek. He put down his cup to touch my arm, but I was already headed for the door. I winked at him and walked down the stairwell.

         Relief washed over me as I reached the street. Back to being me. The bright day made me squint as I walked back to my hotel.

         The receptionist looked up when I walked in. I told him I was leaving, and he shrugged his shoulders and pushed a handwritten bill across the counter.

         In three minutes, I managed to brush my teeth, change my underwear and throw everything I owned into my suitcase. Shortly after, I was headed for the water bus stop. Past the fountain with the little turtles, down the wide dirt road lined with trees on both sides. Across the bridge to the water bus. The whole way, my heart was dancing with the thought of being on the move again. On my own, in warm Italy.

         Back home, I'd decided that my second stop should be Cinque Terre, the five small coastline villages on the opposite side of the country. I'd made no further plans, but my first stop was the Venezia Santa Lucia station. I had my Interrail pass and there must be some train going in that direction.

         Even though it was only 10 in the morning, my thighs were already sticking to the plastic seat of the water bus. The sun made diamonds on the surface of the lagoon. The pale tourist next to me accidentally hit me with his suitcase. But nothing could spoil my good mood.

         At the station, I got an employee to write down my timetable. Five hours by train across Bologna and Florence, leaving in twenty minutes' time. I bought a panino with ham and a bottle of water, and went to find my train.

         I found a free window seat next to an old man. I put in my earbuds, found a playlist of slow songs and leaned back.

         I reached Sestri Levante in the afternoon. On the map it looked like the place to start if I wanted to explore all five cities of Cinque Terre. All I really knew about them was that they were located one after the other along the coast, famous for their beauty. It was a hot afternoon at the station. I was sweaty and thirsty and all I could think of was getting rid of my luggage. I found a 3-star hotel nearby on my phone. Hotel Marina turned out to be clean and pretty neutral and they had one room free which I booked immediately.

         I spotted a supermarket from the window of my room. I hurried down there and bought some sparkling water, nectarines and a bottle of cold white wine. I needed to calm down and reflect on last night. I needed to figure out my feelings. My body remembered the pleasure, but my mind was less sure what to think. Did I really spend twelve hours with a man I didn't know and had no wish to ever see again? What would my friends say? What would I have said if one of them did that? Wouldn't I have said it was irresponsible? The kind of thing they would end up regretting? But I had to admit that the pleasure took up more space than these negative thoughts did.

         Back in my room I downed half a bottle of water in big gulps. Then I poured some wine into a glass in the bathroom. The first sip tasted dry and clean. The next big gulp made me feel faint and tired. I lay down on the tile floor to feel the cool surface against my skin. My body was so warm that I could feel my pulse in my toes. I was on my back, my knees turned up. A breeze swept in through the open window and tickled my crotch. The heat had made me moist between my thighs, and I spread my legs wider. Sweat had gathered at my temples, on my upper lip and behind my knees, but it dried slowly in the breeze. All my thoughts disappeared. All I felt was my own body. I put a hand on my hip, touched the soft skin on my stomach as I licked my upper lip. The heat had gotten the better of me, my will had been erased. The atoms in my body pushed away all my thoughts. I don't know how long I lay like that on the floor, listening to the sound of my pulse. Maybe I slept a little. It felt like only seconds had passed, but then I noticed that the light coming through the window was more golden, and I no longer felt so warm. But I did feel hungry. For something salty and spicy.

         Tourist map in hand, I went out to find some dinner. The pavements were filled with people carrying home groceries or getting drinks in the cafés. I went in the direction of the ocean and found more tourists than inhabitants. I recognised them by their sunburnt faces and relaxed clothing. On the main street there was one outdoor restaurant after another, with waiters in white shirts and vests jumping out in front of tourists with open menus at the ready.

         I kept on walking, down a narrow road, past a church and down yet another winding road. The smell of garlic and tomato sauce oozed from little cafés and restaurants. My stomach started making noises. But I kept on walking. I turned a corner and found myself suddenly on a beach in the shape of a half moon. A castle rose from the sea at one end, and at the other end was a steep cliff.

         Wooden fishing boats had been dragged up onto the sand. The beach was about 20 metres wide, a whitewashed wall separating it from the road. A couple of restaurants had put some tables in the sand. I trudged to the nearest establishment and caught the waiter's eye. He showed me a table up against the white wall from where I could see the lights from all the little boats in the sea and the other restaurant guests smiling and toasting. The sand was fine and soft, and I kicked off my shoes to feel it between my toes. I ordered wine, water, olives and pasta with shellfish and noticed how the waiter made his way back over the sand, hips swinging neatly from side to side.

         The pasta was spicy, and the prawns sweet and salty. A taste explosion in my mouth. But sometimes I felt as though the other guests were eyeing me suspiciously, and I felt very aware that I was on my own. I pushed the thought away and slurped up more pasta, making my lips all shiny from the oil and tomato sauce.

         The moon rose from the horizon, painting silver patterns in the surface of the water. Two glasses of wine had softened me up and suddenly I didn't care that I was alone anymore. This was better than being with Sandro and his judgemental eyes. And it was better than being with my friend Minna. We were supposed to be travelling together, but she'd dumped me to go on a couple's retreat with her new boyfriend Tom instead. Tom, with his neatly pressed trousers and his possessive hand on Minna's lower back. Tom, who had persuaded Minna to go along with his ideas. The memory of this betrayal made me bitter once more and I swallowed a big, defiant gulp of wine. Today had been a good day, and tomorrow would be just as nice. I was alone, yes, but that meant I was my own boss.

         I paid and went down towards the water's edge. Feet in the ocean, I looked out on the beautiful dark blue bay.

         The next morning, I had a coffee in the bright dining room of the hotel, and afterwards I dragged my suitcase back to the station. I bought a ticket for the village of Monterosso, which was close by. The train was packed, and I had to stand as I watched the deep blue Mediterranean Sea race by through the windows. The beauty of the bright light and all these strong colours went straight to my heart. I couldn't imagine anyone ever being unhappy living here. I started dreaming about moving to the coast of Italy. But I knew that they also had bad weather, and that people got sad, drunk and divorced here, like everywhere.

         The station in Monterosso was built in the small space between the coastline and a steep rock. It was beautiful. Like a postcard, or a movie set. A small beach lay tucked in below the station, and it was packed with deckchairs. And further yet was the sea, catching every glimmer of the brilliant sunlight.

         I pulled my suitcase after me and walked along a small path, trying to put some distance between myself and the station. Blue deckchairs started appearing after an area with orange deckchairs. Followed by an area with green ones. Then another orange area. These bright colours really did it for me, so I walked down towards the beach, my suitcase in hand. I rented a chair from a man in a ticket booth, and when he saw my suitcase, he raised his eyebrows.

         “Is it possible…?” I asked, indicating putting it behind the counter.

         “10 euros,” sighed the man.

         That was a bit much, I thought. But I nodded and handed him my suitcase along with the money, which went directly into his pocket. He called a young man in an orange t-shirt over to show me to my deckchair.

         I followed the man to row nearest the water, far away from the ticket booth. I observed his muscly, tanned legs making their way across the sand, and his long, strong-looking hands putting up the parasol. He winked at me, smiled and left me under the orange roof of the parasol. I changed into my bikini and sat down on my towel.

         It was hot. I closed my eyes, enjoying the shade. The orange light created the feeling of being in a cave, and the screams of playing children and the voices of adults reached my ears as though far away. The roaring of the waves reached me, too, and I put a hand on my stomach, feeling it go up and down in a calm rhythm. I raised my leg, exploring the empty air beneath it. My thoughts travelled back to the night I'd spent with Sandro. With his dark hair, tanned skin and narrow hips, he'd been exactly like the Italian lover I’d imagined. Fingers dancing over my skin. Lustful eyes eating up my body. He looked perfect, but he saw me as an object. I never again wanted to put myself in a situation where some Italian lover got to decide whether my ass was too big or my cheeks too round. When lust turned to judgement, my desire evaporated.

         My thoughts travelled back even further. To Minna, who'd chosen someone else over me. It still hurt, and part of me wished she were laying in the deckchair next to mine. Together we would have watched the young men playing ball at the water's edge. Compared their tight bodies to the ones of the middle-aged men waiting around in tiny speedos. We would've helped each other apply sunscreen and taken turns watching our stuff while the other went for a swim. It would've been so nice exploring Cinque Terre with her by my side. Nice and safe. This was much more challenging, and I didn't know what was going to happen next.

         I sighed. Reaching my back with the sunscreen was difficult and I didn't want to leave my stuff behind while I went into the ocean. Would I have dumped my friend like that if I had met a guy, I wondered? I didn't know for sure. So maybe I should just forgive her, be happy for her and make a proper effort to enjoy Cinque Terre solo.

         “Cinque Terre,” I mumbled. Cinque Terre. Place names sounded better in Italian. And the conversations around me sounded more charming. Most of them were in Italian, but some were in French, not to mention the odd English or German word. All the voices melted together, and soon I'd fallen asleep.

         It was cooler when I awoke. I sat up and drank half a bottle of water. It was cloudy now and it looked like it was raining further off. People around me were gathering their stuff, and many deckchairs had already been abandoned.

         It wasn't cold, though. I laid back down. I hadn't booked a place in advance, figuring I could find somewhere fairly easily. But I hadn't realized how small this town was, and how many tourists were here. I didn't feel like getting up, though. I had nowhere to go, so I watched people putting on their t-shirts and shoving kids’ feet into sandals.

         Soon the beach was empty except for me. Young men and women in orange attire started taking down the parasols and picking up rubbish. I sat up again, feeling somewhat bewildered. I was tired and annoyed I'd spent money on this chair I'd hardly got to enjoy, and I just didn't know what to do with myself.

         One of the young men approached me. The one who'd shown me here. I could tell that he remembered. I jumped up, pointed at my belongings and then at the ocean. I raised my eyebrows, hoping he understood that I wanted him to look after my stuff while I swam.

         He raised his own eyebrows and laughed. Then he shrugged and sat down on the edge of the chair, raising two fingers. Two minutes for swimming. I gathered my hair in a ponytail and took off my sunglasses.

         Looking good while walking in sand was a challenge. The young man watched me as I went. I pushed my chest forward and tried looking dignified. The water was cool and swept round my ankles like silk. I went further out, the water creeping coolly up my legs, tickling my crotch. I stood for a bit and just looked at the grey sea. The first drops of rain plopped heavily on the surface. I took a deep breath and dived.

         I loved gliding through water with my eyes open. The world became hazy and my body weightless and agile like a seal's. I took four or five long strokes further into the Mediterranean Sea. Then I needed air and swam to the surface. Only to dive back down. When I came up to the surface again I could no longer reach the bottom with my feet. I tread water and looked towards the beach. I was perhaps 50 metres out. The young man was still in my deckchair, keeping an eye on me. I dove and swam parallel to the coast. This was exactly what I needed. Pressing my arms and legs against the water, letting it wash over me and floating calmly through it as it gurgled in my ears.

         More and more heavy raindrops were now splashing down around me. I started swimming back towards land, somewhat reluctantly. The young man looked a little annoyed. His t-shirt bore signs of the heavy raindrops and it clung to his chest. He pushed his hair out of his face and pointed at the ticket booth.

         “Your suitcase,” was all he said.

         I nodded. He smiled shortly and walked back, pulling down the shutters. The salt water and the rain mixed in my hair and ran down my shoulder blades. I wrapped myself in my towel and got dressed. Getting dry clothes on a wet body was difficult, though. My dress got stuck under my arm and I had to pull at it roughly to get it past my stomach. My hair was a mess.

         I packed my bathing suit in the towel and walked to the ticket booth. The young man was waiting with my suitcase beneath a small canopy.

         “Thank you,” I said as I took it and went back toward the road, with my bag full of wet swim gear and the suitcase bumping annoyingly into the back of my legs.

         When I had climbed the stairs to the road, I looked back. The young man was chatting with a young woman in the same orange shorts and t-shirt. They didn't see me staring at them as they walked.

         I tore my eyes away, hoisted my stuff and started down the coastal road. Or path was perhaps more accurate, the one leading to the part of Monterosso furthest away from the station.

         The rain still fell heavily. But even in this weather, the town looked like a beautiful postcard of houses the colours of a fruit sorbet, with raspberry, lime, lemon and peach flavours. I wandered down narrow stone paths, looking for a place to stay. But I saw no signs with the words pensione, albergo or hotel as I thought I'd would. Airbnb was the death of the spontaneous Interrail traveller, I thought bitterly.

         I came across a café with large parasols that offered some shelter from the rain. I ordered some water and a sandwich, and pulled out my phone to browse through a hotel app. It took me two minutes to realise that everything was booked. Whatever happened to the charm of spontaneity, I thought, even angrier than earlier. Everyone had booked in advance, but for months I'd thought that Minna and I would stay at her parents' house in France, and so I'd made no plans. I shook my head to get rid of my irritation. Minna wasn't going to ruin my holiday. A small voice told me that it was my own fault for assuming I could always find a room to book.

         The waiter came over to clear my plate, and I ordered a beer so I wouldn't have to leave. I continued browsing my phone for a solution to my overnight problem, and had to conclude that I would have to go to a larger city to secure a roof over my head. If I continued down the coast I would probably be able to find a place in the port city of La Spezia. I bit my lip, thinking over my options. I really didn't want to go to some large city. I wanted the lushness of these mountains. I wanted fresh air and lots of sky. I frowned, took a sip of my beer and looked out onto the square.

         I recognised the person crossing it. The young man with the deckchairs. He was still with the young woman. They looked good together, both with dark, curly hair, tanned arms and strong but slender legs. They were carrying bags of groceries. I could clearly see the fruit, tin cans and bread through the plastic. The young man must’ve sensed me looking. He stopped and said something to the woman who stopped as well. He looked at me, raising his bushy eyebrows. Then he headed in my direction, the woman right behind him.

         “Are you okay?” he asked.

         I didn't really know what to say. I opened my mouth but nothing came out. I felt stupid.

         They young man pointed at my luggage.

         I cleared my throat and said, “I'm okay. But I haven't found a hotel.”

         The young man exchanged a look with the woman. He asked her something and she shrugged. They talked a bit back and forth. I tried to understand what they were saying, but they spoke too quickly for me to catch even a word.

         The woman put down the plastic bags and massaged her hands where they'd left white marks on her skin.

         ”Va bene,” said the young man, and it sounded like they'd settled something.

         He turned to me and said, “You can come with us. We have room at our place.”

         His words really took me by surprise and I didn't know what to say. “Where?” I finally got out.

         “We live in the hills,” he said and pointed in the opposite direction of the coast. “With several other people.”

         The woman spoke to me for the first time. “We're students. In Milan.” She studied me a bit. Then nodded. “It's okay. We have room.”

         I stared at them, thinking. It was still raining, and my options were limited. “Thank you,” I said finally. “I would love to.”

         The young man smiled widely. “Great. Come along then!”

         My heart started beating fast with the knowledge that I'd just accepted an invitation to stay with two strangers. But then again, he'd looked after my stuff without stealing anything, so I could probably trust them. I put down some euros for the waiter and followed them across the rainy square.

         “I don't even know your names!” I told their backs.

         “Laura,” said the young woman without turning to look at me.

         The young man turned around. “Marco,” he said.

         “My name is Clara!” I said and hurried after them.

         Laura's back was stiff and I got the feeling she'd rather I wasn't coming along. But this suspicion just made me stubborn. This was how it was going to be, and whether it became a good experience or not wasn't going to depend on her.

         On the other side of the railway was a car park. Marco approached a dirty, white minivan and unlocked it. I caught up with him and he threw my suitcase in the boot, and indicated that I should get in the front.

         Laura had already found her seat and was busy scrolling through her phone. When Marco turned the key in the ignition, an Italian pop song boomed through the speakers. “Sorry,” he laughed and turned it down. Then he drove the bumping van out of the car park, heading for the green hills behind the city. The road was narrow, and Marco drove quite fast, and after a few minutes I was getting a little carsick.

         Soon, the touristy coastline was far behind us. The road led us upwards, through forests and past nice villas with iron gates. Everything looked beautiful and exotic and expensive. An area for rich people who needed a break from everyday life.

         Half an hour later, Marco turned down a gravel path, lined by cypresses. Fields stretched on both sides of the wide, open driveway and it was like reaching the end of a dark tunnel. It was no longer raining, and the fields were bathed in the golden evening sun.

         We reached a big whitewashed building with a brick roof. Marco didn't stop, but continued past the building to a matching smaller house. He stopped the car and jumped out. I eased myself out more slowly and looked around. The place looked like it belonged in an old Italian movie. Out front there was some wooden garden furniture, and two cats sleeping in the final rays of sunshine. Laundry fluttered in the wind.

         “You live here?” I asked.

         “Yes,” Laura said curtly. “Come on.”

         I followed her into the house. Apparently it was where the servants had lived in the olden days. The ceilings hung low, and the rooms were small. I looked past the open doors and found unmade beds, clothes hanging over the backs of chairs and sneakers sprawled on the floors.

         “You can sleep here,” Laura said and opened the door to the room furthest away. I followed her in.

         It was a nice and plain room with a small bed and a chair.

         “Just like that?” I asked. Words like white slavery and trafficking and bloody idiot raced through my mind. But I just smiled at Laura.

         “Yes,” she said, looking at me in a way I couldn't read. She lifted a hand and ran a finger down my arm. It gave me goosebumps. She tilted her head and looked at me. “Come into the kitchen in a bit. We're going to cook dinner.”

         I watched her as she went down the hallway and fell down on the bed. I closed my eyes and wondered how I'd ended up here. There were no alternatives though. I was deep in the country and I just had to trust that Marco, Laura and whoever else lived in this house were good people.

         Laughter reached my ears. I followed it in to the kitchen. Marco, Laura and three more were chopping vegetables, pouring wine and having a discussion.

         “Hey,” I ventured. Marco pulled out a chair and handed me a glass of white wine. I sat down and took a large sip, starting to relax. The table was set with ceramic plates and thick wine glasses. They were making pasta with tomato sauce and a large salad, talking in Italian and once in a while asking me something in English. Apparently, all five of them lived in Milan for most of the year and worked in Cinque Terre for the tourist season. Marco and Laura worked at the beach and the other three cleaned the main building we'd driven past, which housed holiday apartments. Marco poured more wine into my glass. When the food was ready he made sure I got the first serving and sat down next to me.

         I don't know where the evening went. I could smell the lush nature through the open window. The candles fluttered in the breeze. The food was great, and the wine made me a little dizzy. Once in a while, I caught Laura looking at me. But I still couldn't decipher her expression. She looked from me to Marco, and I thought I saw him answer her silent question with a tiny nod. I drank more wine and all the voices blended together. I yawned.

         Marco put a hand between my shoulders and I turned to look at him. He had straight, dark eyebrows, a soft mouth and long hair that fell down his forehead. He was quite breath-taking. I stopped breathing and time stood still.

         Laura got up, her chair scraping against the floor. She nodded towards the bedrooms and said something in Italian I didn't understand.

         “My sister is saying we have an early day tomorrow,” Marco translated.

         I nodded. Laura squeezed her eyes together and smiled tightly at me. She gathered the plates and put them in the sink, before bidding us goodnight and leaving the kitchen. It was quiet for a few seconds, and then Marco got up as well. Suddenly, my back felt cold where his hand had been.

         “We're leaving early tomorrow, but you are welcome to stay here if you want?” I looked up at him. His face had darkened somehow. I couldn't read it. But I nodded. “Thank you.”

         He left and I got up as well. I awkwardly cleared the dishes with the others, but they pushed me off politely. So I stopped by the open kitchen door and breathed in the fresh night air. It cooled my warm cheeks and made my pulse slow down.

         I slept better that night than I had in years. Perhaps because of the wine, perhaps because of the silence behind these thick walls. I woke up at 9. The house was quiet. A sunbeam made its way through the shutters. I got up and opened them and was blinded by the light. I looked out at a field with rows of green vines. Further off I could see trees of a deeper shade of green. The smell of grass travelled through my nose, and I was so happy.

         I pulled on a skirt and top and went to explore the house. It looked like I was home alone. I found a coffee maker in the kitchen and, while I waited for the coffee to brew, I wiped down the counter and collected the clean plates from the dish rack. I found a bowl of peaches, grabbed one along with a cup of strong coffee, and went out into the sun.

         That day was long and warm and glorious. When I finished my coffee, I took a shower, and after that I had some more coffee on the doorstep while I listened to an audiobook. The cats came over to be petted, their fur like silk between my fingers. Around lunch time, I found some bread and cheese and a bit of shade outside.

         The afternoon sun was too hot, so I grabbed a bottle of water and walked through the vineyard towards the tall trees in the distance. I laid down on my back in the grass and looked up at the sky feeling calm and carefree. A soft breeze caressed by body, wiping the sweat off my upper lip. It found its way underneath my skirt and I spread my legs a bit so the breeze could reach my thighs. I got up on my elbows and looked around. I couldn't see or hear another soul. I quickly pulled of my panties and rolled them into a ball. The breeze reached my crotch, caressing the curly hair. I spread my legs a bit more, bending one knee. The tickling in my secret folds was like honey – warm and soft like a feather. Without moving a muscle I lay back and listened to the leaves moving in the wind, insects buzzing and the distant sounds from the farm.

         It was much later when I got up and dusted off my skirt. I pulled my panties back on and went back to the house. The bumpy car was parked outside and Marco was carrying in groceries. When he moved his shoulders, his t-shirt tightened neatly around them.

         “Hey, did you have a nice day?” He asked. He sounded happy.

         “Lovely, “ I said. His good mood was contagious and I felt myself smiling. I helped him with one of the bags and he stood quietly and watched me for a few seconds, his eyes squinting against the sun. Then he nodded towards the house.

         “Let's cook some dinner. Are you hungry?”

         I cut the vegetables, a glass of wine on the table in front of me. The others spoke in Italian, so I was a bit separate from everyone else. Whenever Marco passed me, he let his fingers brush the bare skin of my shoulder. Laura was stirring at the stove and kept looking at me curiously.

         The table was set and dinner served. Again, Marco sat next to me, making sure I got everything I wanted. I was quite hungry and ate quickly, my lips soft with oil from the roasted vegetables. I tried following along with the conversation around the table. They were talking about tourists on the beach, tips and annoying families who didn't clean up after themselves. Marco translated some of it for me, but I was pretty happy just looking around at their tanned faces, smiling expressions and dark hair that shone in the light of the candles.

         It had almost escaped me that Laura had taken the seat to my other side. Not before her thigh pushed into mine did I turn my head and look at her. She smiled easily, not letting go of my eyes. I felt my cheeks flush and took a big gulp of wine to hide my confusion. Her face was unreadable, her dark eyes hidden behind a long fringe. If we spoke the same language I could've asked her what she was thinking. But all I could do was raise my eyebrows in question while my heart beat against my chest.

         Suddenly, Laura touched me fondly on the cheek with the back of her hand. Lightly. Teasingly. I closed my eyes. I had never touched a girl with anything other than friendship in mind. But here, in this dark kitchen, wine in my blood, my face still warm from the sun, I just melted. Laura's face came nearer, her wine breath mixing with mine. I bit my lower lip and decided to go along with whatever the night would bring.

         I opened my eyes and looked at Laura's full lips.

         Out of the corner of my eye, I could see that the others had left the kitchen. They were outside smoking and drinking and looking at the stars.

         Only Marco, Laura and I were still inside. None of us moved. It was like we had been bewitched. Then tension was running all through my body. Tickling me everywhere. I stirred. The candle flames flickered in the breeze from the open door, drawing shadows on Laura's face. Slowly, I raised my hand and put in on her cheek. She caught my hand in hers and held it. Then she pulled me up. I felt Marco getting up behind me as well. He swept my hair to the side and pushed his lips against my neck.

         Standing between the two of them, I froze. They were siblings. A young man and a young woman. And they were wordlessly seducing me. I felt a desire to just go with the flow in the golden light of the kitchen and let my lust and the wine I'd drunk take me where these two wanted me to go. Yet there was still a fear in me, a resistance, something that was scared of the unknown and of what is right and wrong. A need to be careful because carefulness and a good sense was, and had always been, something that defined me.

         But the fear got overpowered by irritation; an irritation that didn't want sensibility to get in the way of desire. I lost my breath. I wanted this. I wanted to taste Laura and Marco. I wanted them to take me with them.

         Marco's lips left my skin, and I leaned forward and kissed Laura. Her lips were sweet and soft like silk. The kiss was short and more of a peck, but it promised more. Marco's arms stretched around me and pressed his body against mine. He whispered in my ear: “Vuoi?”, and I understood that he was asking for my consent.

         “Sì,” I whispered.

         Laura led me down the hall, Marco trailing behind. But suddenly, the sound of his steps disappeared.

         Laura and I went into a room. The bed was made of dark wood and made with white sheets. She led me to sit on the edge of the bed.

         It was so quiet that I could hear the cicadas' song in the distance. But in this room, our breathing was the only sound, at least until Laura pulled off her t-shirt. She sat opposite me wearing a bra and short shorts. She had small, firm breasts that I could cover easily with my hand. And I did, and she gasped. I found her nipple through the sheer fabric, and my body started mirroring hers. Her nipples got hard and so did mine. She breathed quickly and so did I.

         Laura's hands grabbed my top and pulled it off me. I put my hands back on her breasts, and she put hers on mine.

         I had no idea what to do next, but Laura led the way, tracing a couple of fingers down my face, making me close my eyes. I laid down. The cool sheets caressed my back and I stretched out to feel it everywhere. Hands pulled my skirt down.

         When I opened my eyes I saw Laura's face bending over mine. Her long hair fell around me, and all I could see were her eyes shining in the dark. She kissed my lips gently, her mouth mostly closed. She kissed my face, first one cheek, then the other. I lay quietly, feeling my desire grow, banishing all doubt.

         Laura sat up and looked at me. She felt too far away. She looked up and smiled, and when I looked in the same direction, I saw that Marco had joined us in the room. He was only wearing shorts and he must have taken a shower because his skin was wet and shining. He smiled brightly as he looked at me.

         I looked at them both, searching for signs of malice. I was in a bed somewhere in Italy with two people I barely knew. The thought made me shudder. Both with excitement and fear. But in the dark I saw only goodwill in their faces. Laura moved up towards the headboard and Marco took her seat on the edge of the bed. His body was beautiful and my hand instinctively came to rest near his hip, where the muscles pointed towards his crotch. He was lean with those long veiny arms and legs that reveal and active lifestyle. His skin was warm and firm against my palm, and I moved my hand up to his chest. His heart beat beneath it. I touched the silver coin, hanging from a chain.

         Marco laid down next to me. He smelled liked soap. He was still wearing his shorts and I my bra and panties. We laid like that for a long time, face to face, chest to chest, stomach against stomach. He carefully removed the lock of hair that had fallen into my eyes. Then his hand slid slowly down my side, hesitating when it reached my panties, before slipping inside.

         I, too, slid a hand under the elastic of his shorts, pulled at it as a sign that he should take them off. Marco wriggled out of them and pressed his body tightly to mine, naked and excited. A hand appeared behind me and pulled down my bra strap. The hand found the bra clasp and unhooked it. Then Marco's fingers took over, cupping my breast. At first, gently and lovingly, then his fingers squeezed more eagerly around my nipple. I wanted more than that. I put his hand back down to my panties. His fingers touching me through the fabric was all it took for whatever lingering doubt I had to disappear completely. I turned over on my back and rubbed Marco's hand against me. He laughed quietly and let it rest there, kissing me on the mouth and drawing patterns on the outside over my panties. It lit a fire within me and I was so hungry for more that I tried pulling them down. But Laura reached out and stopped me, clasping my hand with both of hers while Marco continued the slow torture. All I could do was spread my legs and pray that his hand would go deeper.

         I bent my knees, all my nerve endings sparking, wanting more. I was so ready, so soft inside. I heard myself whimper, I couldn't stop myself.

         But Marco continued drawing his slow patterns on the outside of my panties. My hunger was unbearable. He drew a circle, round and round and round, around my most tender spot, and the spark became a flame that shot straight through my body, igniting me everywhere. I saw only red and orange patterns behind my closed eyes and I pressed against Marco's hand as I reached my climax.

         I gasped for air and felt loose all over. Marco put his hand on my chest and looked at me for a long time. He smiled, and I smiled back. I tried catching his hand, but he went down on his knees and pulled off my panties. He inserted a finger into the wetness, and then, not taking his eyes off mine, licked the finger.

         That was all it took for me to ignite once more. I opened my eyes wide and reached out for him. Still not taking his eyes off me, he fumbled with the shorts he'd thrown on the bed. He found a condom. Before he could do anything with it, I took it out of his hand, impatient to feel him inside me.

         He laid down and now it was my turn to get on my knees. I ate him up with my eyes, he was so beautiful. His long, narrow feet. His strong lower legs covered in dark hair. His knees, one of which had a scar. His thighs that ended in a wilderness of hair at the top. My eyes continued their journey, across the tight skin of his stomach, to his chest, his protruding collarbones and neck that stretched tight as he leaned his head back at my touch. The shape of his mouth was so mesmerising that I had to kiss it, had to taste its sweetness.

         I pushed the hair out of his forehead and straddled his thighs. My hand travelled down his chest, further, and I felt his readiness. I lifted myself and let him slide into me. His eyes were closed. He grabbed my thighs, wanting to control my movements.

         But I pushed his hands away. My desire would lead the way. It burned inside of me, insatiable, greedy, and there was only one way to extinguish the fire. I followed it, moving my body rhythmically on top of his, searching for the climax. It burned more and more inside of me and I started moving harder and faster. Marco's hands lay flat on either side of him. I buried my fingers in his chest.

         The explosion within me was like a thunderstorm that kept sending shockwaves through me. I collapsed, gasping, on top of Marco. He moved his hips upwards in a few final thrusts and then lay motionless beneath me.

         I tumbled off him. He caressed my thigh with his fingers, breathing deeply. I looked over at his face. He looked serene. Young.

         Then I remembered Laura. But when I whipped my head back, I found her gone. She must have slipped out at some point. I was about to ask Marco, but he was already asleep. I kissed his cheek gently and crept out of bed.

         With my clothes rolled into a ball under one arm, I tiptoed back to my room. The sheets were cold. I fell asleep listening to the cicadas.

         Another night of deep sleep. Another quiet morning. I pulled on some clothes, grabbed my phone and went to the kitchen to get a glass of water. One of the others was there, a young guy whose name I didn't remember. He was drinking coffee at the table.

         “Laura and Marco?” I asked him.

         “At work,” he said and nodded in direction of the sea.

         “Okay,” I said. I drank a glass of water and looked at my phone. I hadn't looked at it last night and was surprised to see a message from Minna. I clicked on it.

         Hi, bad weather in Bretagne! We're traveling south. Where are you? XO

         I pondered what to reply.

         Northern italy. It's amazing here. XO

         I drank another glass of water. A new message came in.

         We are in Nice. Come by if it fits your travel plans.

         I bit my lip. Marco. Laura. A farm in sunny Italy. Minna. Nice. What to do? I turned to the young man at the table.

         “Marco and Laura. Are they brother and sister?”

         “Fratelli?” he asked.

         I nodded.

         He laughed. “No.” He searched for the right word. Then said, “Mother and father. Married.”

         They must be step-siblings, I thought, relieved. So no incest, good. But a close relationship that I didn't understand. And I didn't really want to.

         “Stazione?” I asked.

         The young man checked the time on his phone, made a face and said, “sì. Andiamo subito.”

         Five minutes later I was in the passenger seat of an old Fiat Punto, making its bumpy way down the driveway, past the tall cypresses and away from the vineyard, heading towards the coast. Forty minutes later my suitcase and I were at the station. Levanto it said above the entrance.

         I waved at the car as my ride turned the corner. I wanted to text Marco and tell him of my sudden change of plan, but I realised that I never got his number. And I didn't know his last name. He and Laura only had first names in my mind, but their touches were still all over my body, their scents on my skin. I didn't know anything else. But I didn't need to, either.

         I walked into the station with renewed energy and the feeling that the world was full of possibilities.
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         I was on a train going along the Italian coast towards the French riviera. The memory of last night still throbbed in my thighs. I had imagined a quiet ride with a lovely view of the sea where I could relax, listen to some music and relive yesterday's erotic events in my mind. But the train towards Genova was packed with loud people in vacation mode. I was squeezed between the window and a heavy woman eating sunflower seeds and spitting out the shells into her hands. I sighed. My thighs stuck to the plastic seat.

         This part of the journey was hardly charming and romantic. And still, I saw images from last night when I closed my eyes. Marco's slim fingers touching my crotch. Laura's petite breasts in my palms. The volcano building up inside of me. The gushing, bubbling desire that flooded my body, making me happy and dizzy.

         I felt my cheeks blushing. Not because I was ashamed, but because I got turned on again. The whole thing had lit a fire in me and it was burning between my legs. But now I was leaving Marco and Laura behind, the ones who had lit the match.

         I wiped the sweat off my upper lip with my sleeve and wondered if I was doing the right thing by leaving now. Yes, I decided. Marco and his stepsister Laura were beautiful and amazing. But we had no language in common. We felt each other's desire, sure, but we couldn't talk about it. We could enjoy each other's touch, yes, but we couldn't express what would make it even better. Had I stayed, my vacation would have turned out to be me just waiting for Marco to finish work every day. I hadn't gone on this trip alone to bend it to the whims of some man. Not even a man with a smile like Marco's, not even a man whose fingers made me scream with pleasure and whose hips fit perfectly between my softer curves.

         I spread my thighs just so and remembered how Marco's fingers had slid in between my wet folds, opening me up like a ripe and juicy piece of fruit. I bit my lip. Should I get off at the next stop and get the train back? I could almost smell the sun-ripened figs hanging heavily on the tree outside the farmhouse. I could spend my days in its shade, napping, reading and drinking ice cold water instead of sitting here on a sticky seat with a plastic bottle of lukewarm water. But I guess this was the price I had to pay for independence. No, I wasn't going to turn around.

         I felt better when I got off the train at Genova. I bought a slice of pizza and some cold water. The crispness, the salty olives and the melted cheese was just what I needed. I sat in the enormous, high-ceilinged station, not caring that oil was dripping from my chin. I licked the tomato sauce off my lips and shoved the last bite into my mouth. I wiped my hands on a napkin, dug out my phone and texted Minna.

         Hey, I am headed for Nice. Where exactly are you? Kisses, Clara.

         Maybe I wasn't as independent as I had been telling myself. Minna had dumped me and our travel plans because she'd met a guy. A few texts later and here I was, already headed in her direction.

         Maybe I just didn't know how to be alone? I had been on the go for less than a week, and I had already spent the night with two men.

         But no, I didn't regret that. I had actively chosen them both. Those two nights had been wonderful, sensual, life-affirming experiences, the memories of which were imprinted on my skin, in my mind and in my heart. I would never meet them again, but that didn't change anything.

         I squeezed my thighs together. Had I been alone I would've touched myself, but sitting there, I had to settle for tightening my muscles and feeling the fire still inside me.

         A messaged beeped in on my phone. Minna.

         We're a bit outside of Nice. Get off at Villefranche-sur-Mer.

         She sent me an address.

         See you this afternoon! I texted back.

         I dragged my suitcase after me to ask about the train at the ticket window. A tired employee wrote down some train departures for me. My train was leaving in five minutes so I ran, my suitcase bumping along after me.

         The train was only partly filled with people and it stopped at every station along the coast. But I didn't mind the slow journey; I couldn't get enough of the view of the ocean on one side and the expensive pink and purple villas on the other.

         My legs were stiff from sitting so long when the train finally stopped at Villefranche-sur-Mer in the afternoon. I looked around the platform and stretched. I found a map on my phone and decided to walk.

         Twenty minutes later I regretted that choice. I was going straight uphill. No one else was walking and expensive cars kept racing past me. I was in the shade part of the way, but when the sun hit me it was almost unbearably hot. My hair stuck to my cheeks and my lips got drier.

         It took me nearly an hour the reach to the address. An iron gate kept me on the outside. The house was hidden behind a turn in the driveway. I pushed a button and heard the doorbell go off. Then it got quiet. I heard some insects buzzing but no sound of footsteps. I pushed the button again, feeling the panic rise in me. What if they didn't really want me here? Or they'd left? Or Minna had given me the wrong address? I sat down on my suitcase with my back against the iron gate.

         Some very long minutes went by. Then I heard the crunch of steps in the gravel behind me. I turned my head to find a man I had never seen before. I had only met Minna's boyfriend once: short dark blonde hair, clean shaven. This man had hair that reached his shoulders. He was wearing a white t-shirt and trunks with palm trees on them.

         I slowly got up, nervous at the thought of having to excuse myself in a different language.

         “Clara?” The man cocked his head to the side. I was so relieved at hearing my own name. He knew who I was.

         “Yes,“ I said in Danish and added, “oui.”

         The man laughed. “Danish is fine. I'm Oliver, Tom's stepbrother.” He scrunched up his nose. “Bonus brother? I’d prefer something that doesn’t sound like a masculine version of Cinderella's evil stepsister.”

         He gave me his hand, and I was a little embarrassed that mine was sweaty and sticky, like a cake that had been left too long in the window in a bakery.

         Oliver opened the gate and let me in. It was impossible to drag my suitcase over the gravel, but Oliver lifted in over one shoulder as if it weighed no more than a packet of butter.

         “Did you walk all the way from the station?” he asked but didn't wait for my answer. “You could use a shower, I’m sure. And a drink. Am I right?”

         “You are,” I said, following him.

         “This is my dad's house. My mum is married to Tom's dad, or they used to be, but that still makes Tom and me brothers, doesn't it?”

         “Um…” I really didn't know.

         “And you're Minna's friend? Nice.”

         “Yes,” I said and gave up coming up with anything more to say. I hadn't expected to meet this friendly, Danish-speaking man. I looked at his tense arm holding my suitcase.

         We reached a purple villa. A heavy, wooden door was already open. Citrus trees grew out of huge pots, and a low lavender path led round the house. Voices reached my ears.

         Oliver paused in the cool entrance hall. “I'll just show you your room and a bathroom. Then you can meet us in the garden after.”

         Two minutes later I was standing in a bright bedroom with a bed, a dresser and a chair. A vase of flowers sat on the nightstand. The room was clean and nice, if not a little void of personality, as though someone had purchased everything from a page in a catalogue called Southern European Charm. The furniture was made in dark wood and the tiles on the floor were cream coloured. This whole house smelled like money and good taste.

         The bathroom was across the hall. I grabbed the towel on the bed and took a shower. All these nice things made me feel even grosser. I made sure to shave my legs, armpits and bikini line. I washed the traveller off my feet and let the water wash away the tired lines on my face. I could really use a nap after my shower, but I was here to see Minna. I put lotion everywhere, tied my hair in a ponytail and put on a bikini and a summer dress.

         I flip-flopped down the stairs to the entrance hall and continued through the house. I didn't see another soul on my way but heard voices.

         I stepped out on a wide stone terrace. The sweet smell of lavender found its way to my nose. I took a great sniff and thought I smelled rosemary, grass and chlorine as well.

         A squeal and a splash confirmed that there was a pool nearby. I recognised Minna's voice. My feet led me to the edge of the terrace, down three steps and round a citrus tree. There was the pool, shining brightly in the late afternoon sun.

         I could see three people. Minna was in the pool, arms resting on the edge. She was looking up at a man I recognised as Tom. On a lounger next to the pool lay Oliver. He was bare-chested, wearing trunks and sunglasses.

         The bright colours, the golden light and these three beautiful people made everything look like another page in the catalogue. I suddenly felt butterflies in my stomach. I was nervous to join this group. I'd only seen Tom once, Oliver I had only just met, and Minna and I hadn’t been on the best of terms last time we saw each other. The scene by the pool looked so idyllic and I feared I would ruin it with my social awkwardness.

         “Hey,” I called out tentatively.

         Minna turned in my direction. “Hi!” she yelled back. “There you are!”

         “Hi!” said Tom.

         Oliver stayed on the bed, raising a hand in greeting.

         I walked to the pool. Minna got out and pushed away her wet locks. She looked really good, and I was jealous. She was skinny with round, apple-shaped breasts and strong legs.

         She opened her arms out wide to hug me.

         “You're all wet,” I laughed.

         “Who cares? You're getting in, yes?” Minna smiled widely and her good mood rubbed off on me. I felt myself relaxing as I smiled back. I pulled my dress over my head, threw it on a deckchair and hugged Minna.

         Then she held me at arms' length. “Come on. First swimming. Then drinks!”

         The water felt like silk caressing my legs. The cool water, the blue sky, the song of the cicadas and the sweet smell of Provence filled me up, and it all made me giggle.

         “This is so nice,” I yelled towards Minna.

         “Isn't it?” she yelled back and dove under.

         Tom was watching us. “Looks great,” he said. “Hey, why not swim in the nude?”

         I caught the irritation on Minna's face. “Only if you do it, too,” she said.

         Tom didn't answer. He laughed and sat down on the edge of a deck chair, watching us.

         Minna and I did some laps side by side while we talked. I told her about Venice and Cinque Terre, but not about the men I had met there. Minna told me about eating oysters and drinking cider in the north of France, before a drop in temperature had made her and Tom drive south.

         It was almost dark when we got out of the pool, but the air was still warm. The sky was a golden blue sliding into indigo in the east.

         We wrapped ourselves in towels and sat down on a couple of loungers.

         “How about those drinks?” Tom asked and clapped his hands together.

         “Sure, are you making them?”

         Tom shrugged and disappeared into the house. Soon, he came back with a tray of four glasses, a bottle of gin and a bottle of tonic.

         “What about ice?” Minna asked.

         “Get it yourself,” said Tom.

         “Of course,” Minna said and got up. The three of us were left in silence. I found it a bit odd that Tom had forgotten both the ice and the lemon. He seemed like the organised type.

         Minna reappeared, now wearing a dress. She carried a tray of ice cubes, olives and lemon wedges.

         She put it down on the ground.

         “That's better,” said Tom, as if he hadn't been the one to forget those things in the first place.

         Minna sat down next to him and kissed him on the nose. “Should I make them for us?”

         Tom put his arm around her, “Yes, please.”

         She made us some perfect gin and tonics. Strong in both taste and smell. The bubbles tickled my tongue. I took two big gulps and leaned back, glass in hand.

         “This place is so lovely,” I said.

         “I'm glad you like it,” said Oliver. “I'm a big fan myself.”

         The four of us laid there watching the sky turn darker and darker. Minna, Tom and Oliver were talking about some market they'd visited earlier, whether chestnut honey was too chestnutty, and whether the rosé wine of Provence was the best in France.

         I didn't say much but let the smells, the sounds and the twilight wash over me. I felt a little dizzy from the drink so I got up.

         “I need some water,” I said.

         “Will you be able to find it in the fridge?” Oliver asked.

         “Yeah, can you bring us all some?” Minna asked.

         “Of course.”

         The tiles were warm beneath my feet. Everything in the kitchen was enormous. The stove had eight burners, and the fridge was twice as wide as the one I had at home. A hum told me that it was making ice cubes.

         I had to open a lot of cabinets before I found one with drinking glasses in them. Then I walked over to the fridge. One shelf was filled up with bottles of Perrier and Evian and I grabbed one of each. Wow, this fridge was packed. One shelf held cheeses, one held sausages and sliced ham. There were tiny yogurts and two trays of raspberries. Butter, milk, juice and beer. Champagne on the wine shelf. I was suddenly hungry. No one had mentioned anything about dinner. I hesitated. Could I grab one of those yogurts? Or some cheese, perhaps? I held the cool bottle of Perrier against my warm cheek.

         The sound of steps made me turn around,

         It was Oliver. “Just wanted to make sure you hadn't got lost,” he said.

         “No, I… sort of checked out. This all looks so good.”

         “Are you hungry? What would you like?” Oliver's face was friendly and open. He didn't look like the type of person who would hide anything from the world. His smile was soft and relaxed like it frequented his face.

         “I am a bit hungry, yeah,” I said.

         “Let's see…” Oliver turned to the kitchen island. Next to a knife block sat a bowl of tomatoes and a bowl of peaches. He felt up a couple until he found one he liked. He cut it open and removed the stone. He gave me one half. Its sweet smell hit my nose, and its juices went all over my lips as I bit into it. I licked my lips.

         “It's good, no?”

         I nodded, mouth full of peach.

         “What do you want to do now?” Oliver asked, but he didn't wait for my answer. “I know.” He grabbed a tomato, cut it in two and sprinkled some salt on the halves. “Try this.”

         The tomato was so flavoursome and rich that it felt like a meal in itself. It was sweet, salty, sour and tasted like sunshine. A drop of tomato juice ran down my chin. Oliver caught it with his thumb. I froze. My arrival, the alcohol and the sun all made me feel a bit dazed.

         If Oliver noticed my reaction, he didn't let on. He walked back to the fridge. “Let's find some food and bring it outside, what do you say?”

         “Great idea,” I said.

         Oliver found a tray and started cutting a sausage into paper thin slices. We were standing side by side, him cutting, me arranging the cheese, ham and sausage. Once in a while our hips bumped into each other, and I was very aware that I was only wearing by bathing suit, and that Oliver's trunks sat low on his narrow hips. I observed him out of the corner of my eye. His stomach was flat and from his hip towards his crotch was a scar in the shape of a new moon. His belly button was like a tightly twisted conch on the smooth surface of his skin. His muscles weren't exactly protruding but everything on his body was tight and agile.

         He sensed me staring. “Will you get a bottle of wine from the fridge?”

         I grabbed a rosé. It had a dusty pink colour and when I opened it, I smelled like sunny fields and summer.

         “How long have you known Minna?” Oliver asked.

         “Many, many years.”

         “And Tom?”

         “I just met him once. I think they met on Tinder?” I said.

         “They seem quite different from each other,” said Oliver neutrally.

         “So, where are we eating?” I asked.

         “There's a table by the pool.” Oliver threw a hand in the direction of the window.

         I noticed that you could see the pool from here. Tom was laying on a deckchair facing us, and Minna was straddling his thighs. His hands were cupping her breasts. One of her hands was on his chest. The other I couldn't see, but I could tell what it was doing by the rhythmic movements of her arm. His eyes were closed, his head thrown back, his mouth slightly open.

         I giggled. “That's a new side of Minna.”

         Oliver came to stand next to me. “Ha, I didn't know they liked having an audience.”

         “Me neither.”

         We looked at them quietly. It was both repulsive and alluring. This moment between them was tender and mechanical at the same time. Tom's enjoyment was evident, but it was like he didn't even know Minna was there. Whereas she looked only at him.

         Tom lifted his head and removed his hands from Minna's breasts. He said something, and Minna unhooked it her top. Tom's hands travelled back up and cupped her breasts once more. Now Minna was the one sighing. She arched her back and threw her head back.

         Tom said something else, and Minna got up. He got up in front of her, putting his hands on her hips. Then he turned her around so her back was to him. With a tiny push he got her to kneel on the ground. He ran a finger down her spine. I thought I saw her shudder.

         Tom's finger continued down underneath her bikini bottoms. Minna spread her knees further apart, arched her back and rested her head on the deckchair cushion. Tom pulled her bikini bottoms down her thighs. Then he pulled down his own trunks. He put a hand on both of Minna's white buttocks, caressing them, before spreading them apart. His erection was clear to see even from here. He licked two fingers and put them in between her legs. She jumped and arched her back even more to better receive him. Tom held himself as he penetrated her. She winced when he thrusted. He pushed down on her lower back with one hand and touched her in the front with the other. She responded by pushing her butt even further up.

         To me, it was both arousing and terrible to observe my friend give herself over to her lover like that, see him thrust into her so deeply and repetitively. I was very aware of Oliver's presence next to me. His arm brushed lightly against mine and it made all the little hairs stand on edge. We said nothing.

         I watched in fascination as Minna froze and buried her fingers in the cushion. Tom tightened his grip on her hips and thrusted even quicker into her. It was easy to see when he reached his climax because he threw back his head, pushed his hips deeply forward three final times before he let go of Minna.

         She stretched on the deckchair, exhausted. He sat down next to her. Then he picked up a towel and dried himself off.

         “Eeew,” I said, finally.

         “Yup,” Oliver said, laughing. “I really didn't need to see that.”

         “Should we give them a couple minutes?”

         Oliver shrugged and returned to the food. But I couldn't drag my eyes away from the two people on the terrace. It occurred to me that I hadn't seen them kiss or touch each other affectionately. What we'd just witnessed was purely physical, at least that's how it had looked to me. Something physical and perhaps a bit exhibitionistic?

         “I'll take the tray with the drinks. You take the food,” Oliver said.

         I nodded and followed him.

         Oliver stopped in the door and called back, “Do you have everything or do you need a hand?”

         I knew he was really talking to Tom and Minna, the message being that they were no longer alone. When Oliver and I stepped out they'd gotten dressed again and the only trace of their lovemaking was Minna's flushed cheeks.

         We sat down by a round metal table. Now that the food was finally in front of us, my hunger was barely there anymore. The sight of Minna and Tom being intimate had made me uneasy. Something bothered me. There was something off about their relationship, an imbalance that made me uncomfortable. Trying to get the image of the two of them out of my head, I got up again went to sit by the pool. I glided all the way in. It was so quiet.

         After three laps I felt more awake, my body more at ease. I got out, squeezed my hair with a towel and wrapped it around myself.

         “Let's eat!” said Tom.

         The evening breeze made me shudder and I tried drying myself off better. I sliced a tomato and ate it with the freshly baked bread and the sweet and salty ham that curled like parchment. I drank a glass of water and sipped my rosé. The clear taste of the wine made me feel lighter.

         I looked around at the other three. Oliver was a slow eater and seemed to be enjoying the food. Minna had a mountain of cheese and sausage on her plate but was eating very little. Tom took enormous bites, washed down with big gulps of wine.

         I put my hand on Minna's arm.

         “It's so nice to be here,” I said.

         “It's really nice that you came,” she said and smiled widely, like the Minna I knew back in Copenhagen.

         When we'd finished eating, we hung back and drank the wine. Oliver put on some music. Minna was moving her foot in time with the songs and Tom had his arm on her back, smiling. I looked up at the ink blue sky and breathed deeply.

         Oliver got up. “I think I'm going to turn in.”

         “It's not even that late,” Tom complained.

         “I have stuff to do.”

         I also got up. “It's been a long day. I'm going to bed.”

         Oliver and I carried in the leftovers and the empty bottles. Tom was at our heels, selecting another bottle of wine from the fridge. He grabbed a corkscrew and disappeared out into the garden. Oliver looked after him.

         “You sure you have all you need?” he asked me.

         “Yeah, I'm just tired,” I said. I looked out the window at the other two. Minna's head was bent forward, and she was looking down at the table. Tom was gesticulating, corkscrew in hand, and talking. I wanted to ask Oliver about Tom, but I didn't know what to ask. Maybe Oliver sensed this.

         “Minna looks a bit uncomfortable,” he said.

         “Yes.” I sighed. “She doesn't look too happy right now.”

         “Tom can be a bit dominating,” Oliver said.

         We stood there for a bit, watching them in silence. Oliver put a hand on my shoulder. “Remember to breathe.”

         He was right, I had been holding my breath. “I think they might start fighting.”

         “Nothing you can do about it.” His voice was friendly and a bit distant.

         I looked over at him. His eyes were hidden beneath a shadow and I couldn't read his face. There was lots I didn't know. How well did Oliver and Tom know each other? What did Oliver mean when he said Tom was a bit dominating? What kind of life did Oliver lead anyway, having stuff to do late at night after drinks and wine and dinner? Did he live here in the South of France?

         I opened my mouth to ask but didn't find the words. I turned to towards the backyard and the pool. Now Tom was cupping Minna's face in his hands, kissing her. A long kiss. It calmed me to see.

         “I'm going to go. Goodnight.” Oliver turned around and left. I heard a door close somewhere. And then it was quiet. I realised that I wished he'd stayed here in the kitchen next to me.

         I tip-toed up the stairs to my room. I brushed my teeth, threw by bikini on the floor, pulled the covers aside and crawled into bed. The soft sheets greeted my body, and I was almost asleep when images of Minna and Tom by the pool appeared behind my closed eyelids. They made me excited. Those two bodies… completely engrossed in each other. It made my skin long to be touched. My hand wandered down my body, but it wasn't enough. It wasn't my own hand that I wanted. I rolled over on my back and spread my arms and legs like a starfish. The images of Minna and Tom disappeared and were replaced by one of Oliver, his firm, tanned skin, his belly-button and that scar, curving across his stomach. I thought about the stubble on his chin and his long, dark hair. I tried to supress these images of Oliver by thinking about what I might do tomorrow: swimming in the ocean, drinking black coffee in a café, eating crisp croissants in the sun. But again and again Oliver appeared. He filled up my thoughts as I fell asleep.

         What to do? That was my first thought when I awoke the next morning. The house was quiet. I found a moka pot and some coffee beans in the kitchen. With a cup of hot espresso in hand I stood by the window, looking out as I tried to gather my thoughts. The colours outside were strong and clear: blue sky, turquoise pool, bright tiles, yellow parasol. Oliver walked into my line of sight. He was wearing a grey robe, and I could tell by the way it hung loosely around him that it was old and worn.

         He loosened the belt, cast the robe aside and steeped over to the pool. He was naked.

         He was tanned everywhere as though he might spend hours naked in the sun. He was gorgeous. The long muscles on his stomach pointed straight down to his crotch where dark hair grew. His sex was, as far as I could tell, quite symmetrical and long. His body was lean, his movements smooth, his posture good and his shoulders straight.

         He stepped into the pool and swam calmly for a couple of lengths. His slender hands cut through the water, and his feet pushed him forward. He swam a couple more, and a couple more.

         I couldn't tear my eyes off him until Minna's voice made me turn around.

         “Good morning!”

         Tom was behind her. He found some milk, fruit and yogurt in the fridge. Minna made us all a large glass of latte and we ate our breakfast sitting on stools by the tall counter.

         We decided to drive to the beach on Villefranche-sur-Mer.

         “It's your classic French seaside town,” said Tom. “You'll love it.”

         Oliver came inside wearing his robe. “You guys go. I'll catch you later.”

         I looked into my glass, disappointed.

         We took Tom's car to the coast and stopped on a narrow beach by the bay. Small boats were anchored further out in the water, and on the beach wealthy Frenchmen were sunbathing. I saw men who were wearing too small, too tight trunks and middle-aged women with wrinkled skin, flat stomachs and fake breasts. I saw families with toys and sunscreen, young men playing football and women on towels chatting away in long rows.

         This place was beautiful and nice and colourful. I lay down on my towel and let the sound of children playing and Frenchmen talking sweep me away. A little later, we found a table at beach bar where we ate sandwiches and drank white wine. It was sunny and the sky was clear. Tom and Minna lay side by side on matching towels. His hand rested on her thigh, and her head was turned towards him. Once in a while his fingers travelled down to her crotch. I saw how Minna bit her lip and moved her leg closer to him. I turned around on my stomach and buried my face in my towel to stop myself from looking.

         The water's edge moved further up the beach as the hours passed. People had to move closer together, and a particularly big wave made a bunch of people jump up and hurry in the opposite direction of the ocean. My towel and one of Minna's sandals got wet and we decided to leave.

         When we got back home, I grabbed a book and went down to the pool while Minna and Tom disappeared into their room. I soaked in the heat and listened to the buzzing insects. I felt a shadow come over me. I looked up to find Oliver there with a green bottle of Perrier and two glasses in his hands.

         “I thought you might like some water,” he said.

         Today he was wearing shorts and a short-sleeved shirt. He looked sort of dressed up, like he'd participated in an outdoor business meeting or a lunch.

         We drank the water and told each other about our day.

         “I've been making appointments with a cleaning company, a landscape designer and a rental agency,” Oliver said. “No one's here for most of the year so we need people to look after the place.”

         “Where do you live normally?” I asked.

         “Nowhere,” Oliver said. He shrugged. “I mean, I don't have a place right now. I used to live in Paris. I was working in the House of Denmark. Now I'm figuring things out.”

         “Where would you like to live?”

         “I don't know. I'm sort of between jobs and between homes at the moment.”

         Something about Oliver's tone told me not to ask more about it. We were quiet for a bit.

         The sun was setting when Oliver spoke next. “I bought some pasta and stuff. Should we go have a look?”

         “Yes,” I said and got up.

         No sign of Minna and Tom yet. Oliver found ingredients in the fridge and put them on the counter. He poured us some rosé and put on some music: French pop I had never heard before. It was music befitting the beach in the summer. He handed me a glass and I took a sip of the sparkling dry wine.

         Then he reached for my glass and took my hand. We were going to dance.

         Oliver spun me around the kitchen, sure-footed and rhythmically. His one hand was around my waist, the other in my hand. His palm felt warm, his grasp on me steady. He was quite a bit taller than me and I looked right into his collarbone. The indentation above his clavicle was like a little cave calling out my name. But I looked up at his face, one hand in his and the other on his shoulders. My fingertips felt the heat from his body, even through the fabric of his shirt. He pulled me closer. His thighs pressed against mine. His ribs were like hard furrows beneath my breasts. His hand caressed my back and it sent shudders through my body. My light summer dress flowed around my legs and sent a breeze up my thighs. Our movements felt natural. Easy. My feet knew the rhythm and where Oliver was taking us. We floated through the kitchen, carried by the music and the warm summer air that brought in the smell of lavender and thyme.

         My cheeks felt warm, and a lock of hair had fallen in my face. Oliver let go of my shoulder and brushed it aside.

         When the song ended, we kept holding each other. Another came on, a slower one. With a light push on my lower back, Oliver drew me closer and led me in another dance. This song was asking for a different kind of dancing. I pressed my cheek against his chest and he pulled my hand close. I could hear his beating heart and closed my eyes. A French woman was serenading us as we rocked back and forth, our bare feet barely leaving the tiles. The hand on my lower back moved up my spine. Every cell in my body welcomed the electricity his touches sent through my body. His hand came to rest on the back of my neck. I was sure he was about to kiss me and closed my eyes.

         But he didn't.

         He just kept swaying from side to side. His fingers caressed the small hairs on the back of my neck, drawing invisible patterns on my skin.

         I opened my eyes to look at him. His eyes we narrow slits, looking towards the window behind me. Then he closed his eyes and pulled me even closer. The hand travelled upwards and buried itself in my hair. An excited tingle trickled from my head and down my back.

         The song ended and an animated voice started advertising for something. Oliver pulled back a bit and turned off the radio. I could suddenly hear the cicadas again. Oliver kissed me on the top of my head and let go.

         “We should make that dinner,” he said.

         Again, like the night before, the two of us prepared dinner. I boiled some water for the pasta, and he sautéed garlic, fresh tomatoes and basil. The smell was mouth-watering.

         He got some tomato sauce on his shirt and had to take it off. He threw it in a corner and went back to stir the sauce.

         I noticed his scar again. I hesitated. Could I ask? My curiousness got the better of me.

         “Why do you have a scar on your stomach?”

         “Kidney transplant,” Oliver replied.

         “Wow,” I said, because what else was there to say?

         Oliver smiled. “It's no so serious. I just need to take care of myself. Eat healthy, look out for infections, not drink too much alcohol.”

         “Right.” I took a large sip. “But why did you need a new kidney?”

         Oliver shrugged. “Kidney failure. No one knows why.”

         “Wow,” I said again. “I'm glad you got a new kidney,” I added.

         Oliver laughed. “Me, too. It's 100 percent better than dialysis.”

         “I can imagine.” My fingers were begging me to reach out and touch the scar on Oliver's firm skin. But I forced them to rest on the counter behind me.

         We returned our attention to the cooking in a comfortable silence. I made a big bowl of salad, and Oliver toasted some pine nuts for the pasta.

         “I'll just go see if Tom and Minna are ready for dinner,” I said.

         Oliver nodded and smiled. “I think I heard them out front.”

         I went out to main door and down the stone steps. It was dark out. The gravel cut into the soles of my bare feet and quickly made me seek the grass lining the path.

         I saw Tom and Minna before they could hear me. They were sitting on a bench in the shelter of three slim cypresses and an oleander in bloom. They were lit up by the low lamps lighting the path and the driveway. They were sitting sideways, facing each other. Minna's head was turned downward. Tom's hands were on her shoulders. It looked like they were discussing something. Like the night before I went completely still, watching. Like the night before I was both fascinated and repulsed by my own voyeurism.

         Tom moved his hand down to his groin, moving his other hand to the back of Minna's head. Then he pushed her down towards his groin. I was paralyzed, and I couldn't look away.

         Minna's head moved rhythmically up and down, led by Tom's hand. I assumed I was hidden well enough in the shade of a dense bush, but I dared not move in case I made a noise and revealed myself.

         After several long, painful minutes, the short, curt movements of Tom’ hips told me he’d reached his climax. He kept his hand on the back of Minna’s head, forcing it to stay there until his final spasms had subsided. Then he leaned back on the bench.

         Minna slowly lifted her head. Her hair was in her eyes so I couldn’t see the expression on her face. She must’ve said something to Tom because he jerked his head to the side. Then he started gesticulating as if to underline his point. I couldn’t tell what Minna replied, but Tom raised his chin and pulled back his shoulders, and I could just tell he was angry.

         Minna said something else and then Tom raised his voice and yelled in her face. I gasped and covered my mouth with my hand.

         I heard Minna mumble, “Don’t. Please, just don’t.”

         I couldn’t just stand here and watch. I crept back a few paces, coughed loudly and theatrically and called out, “Minna! Tom! Are you out here?”

         Tom hissed: “Now shut up, do you hear me?”

         “Hello?” I shouted. “You out here? Dinner’s ready.”

         “We’ll be right there,” Tom yelled back. “Give us a minute.”

         “I’ll just wait for you. We can walk back together,” I said.

         A couple of minutes later, Tom and Minna appeared. Minna was straightening her dress, looking pale, and her breathing was very shallow. But she smiled at me. And Tom looked as nice and calm as always. But I saw the arrogance in his face now.

         We walked through the house and into the kitchen together. Oliver looked at us one after the other and shrugged. Very subtly. But I caught it and looked at him inquiringly. He just shook his head.

         “Will you guys get the plates and cutlery? Then I’ll bring out the food, and Clara can fix the drinks.”

         “Of course. It smells really good,” said Tom and slapped Oliver on the shoulder before opening the cupboards.

         I tried catching Minna’s eye, but when I looked at her with raised eyebrows, she just looked away and gathered the cutlery.

         We ate the pasta and salad by the pool. If I hadn’t caught Minna and Tom fighting, I wouldn’t have known anything was the matter. Sure, Minna didn’t say or eat much, but the mood was as good as the night before. We talked about the South of France, boats in Saint-Tropez and Cannes owned by millionaires, and all the people here who’d had plastic surgery.

         When we’d finished eating, Minna said she was tired and was going to bed. I followed her and asked if anything was wrong. She just shook her head and locked herself in the bathroom. I stood and listened at the door for a while, but if she was crying, the sound was drowned out by the splash of the running water.

         Slowly, I walked back to the others by the pool.

         “Minna seemed a bit tired,” I said pointedly to Tom.

         “Too much sun at the beach probably,” he said and poured me some more rosé.

         We continued our conversation on superficial topics. Around 11, Tom said he was going to bed, and he took half a bottle of wine and a glass with him.

         For a few minutes, Oliver and I didn’t speak. Time felt soft and thick like honey. The sky was a deep blue above, stars shining brightly everywhere you looked. The mystical sounds and sweet smells of the night filled me to the brim and I shuddered with a pleasant sensation.

         “Fancy taking a night swim?” Oliver asked.

         “I would love to.”

         I let my dress fall to the ground and stood before Oliver in my bra and panties. He shoved down his shorts and boxers in one movement and stood naked in front of me. Erect like a statue. Comfortable in his nakedness. Neither of us said a word.

         My breathing had become superficial and quick. I looked Oliver in the face. Unlike other men in his position, he didn’t look at my body as a thing to be judged and evaluated. He looked at my face like he was trying to read my thoughts.

         Slowly, I raised my hands to unhook my bra and let it fall on top of my dress. And without taking my eyes off him, I pushed down my panties and stepped out of them. It wasn’t planned when I raised my hand and traced his scar with my fingers. He shuddered at my touch.

         “It’s a really nice scar,” I said.

         “Yes. But there is something wrong with the nerves there. It’s so ticklish,” he said.

         “Sorry.”

         “No, no. Do it again,” Oliver said.

         Again, I let my fingers dance lightly over the white line on his stomach. He shuddered once more, and I repeated the motion to encourage the same reaction. I stepped closer and put my whole hand on the scar. We were so close now that I could feel his chest rise and fall. A soft poke near my hip told me that he wasn’t unaffected standing this close to my naked body. I let my hand travel up his body and touched his dark nipples. First one. Then the other. Again, he shuddered.

         I took a step back. “Should we get in the pool?”

         “Yes.”

         I climbed down the ladder in the low end of the pool, swam a few strokes and then turned to look at Oliver. He stood near the edge with a glass of wine in his hand, smiling at me. He was beautiful. Harmonious. His biceps were like thick ropes, and his stomach like a wavy landscape of grooves and indentations. He put the glass down and followed me down the ladder.

         He swam to me and stood in front of me, brushing his long hair out of his face. Then he offered me his palm, wanting me to take it. So I did.

         “I promised myself I wouldn’t touch you while you lived in this house,” he said. “But I really want to feel you. Do you want me to?”

         “Yes,” I said.

         He pulled me closer. The dark hair on his chest stuck to his skin. I pressed my breasts against his ribs. Hands on his shoulders, I lifted myself up and wrapped my legs around him, crossing my ankles. He moved his hands to my back so he could really hold me close. I rested on his hips, our wet bodies twisting into each other. We kissed. The pool water dripped from our lips and mixed in our mouths. His hand found my face, his thumb on my cheek, my chin in his palm. The water made our bodies smooth as silk, our mouths cool and firm, but even though the water was cold, our bodies were burning. I explored his teeth with my tongue and pushed his firm body close to my soft curves.

         His erection was clearly detectable on my thigh as we kissed. Then he pulled back his head.

         “Come on,” he said. It was all he needed to say.

         I swam to the ladder and sat on the highest step. My legs and my lap were in the water, my breasts above. Chills ran down my arms, and my nipples got hard and perky as if they were pointing at Oliver.

         He swam to me and took hold of my legs. Slowly, he parted them. The cold water trickled to my most sensitive area. His touch lit a desire in me that the cold fingers of the pool water couldn't put out.

         Oliver kneeled down between my legs. His hands cupped my breasts. Excruciatingly slowly and gently he caressed them with his thumbs. I gasped and leaned back. Lust shot from my nipples to my crotch. He pinched them tenderly, and I started moaning. It was like a pain, one that made me feel electric all over. My legs spread further and further apart, and I wrapped them around Oliver once more.

         “Your breasts are so beautiful,” he mumbled. “Do you like it when I touch them?”

         “Yes,“ I sighed.

         Oliver reached for the wine glass he'd left by the pool's edge. He poured a few drops on my collarbone and traced them with his finger, drawing a line from one end to the other. His tongue made the journey next, licking the wine off me hungrily.

         Then he did it again. And he poured some on my lips and licked them clean. With the tip of his tongue first and then he sucked my whole lip with his. He bit it lightly and slid his tongue into my mouth. My hands bored into his back and I moved them down as far as I could reach.

         “I want you,” I sighed into his mouth.

         “And I want you,” he said. His index finger found my crotch and came to rest in my opening, pushing lightly on my most sensitive spot.

         “Come on,” he said. “I want to feel your whole body. Let's go upstairs.”

         He got up and pulled me with him. Dripping wet, we walked to the loungers and wrapped ourselves in towels. Oliver gave me his hand, and with short, fast-paced steps we hurried back to the house, leaving wet footsteps in our wake.

         When we reached the staircase leading to the second floor, I had to stop and pull him to me. He obliged enthusiastically, squeezing my butt and kissing me hungrily. I felt him press his sex against my thigh and reached down to touch it. It was smooth as satin, and I enjoyed the feel of it between my fingers.

         Oliver moaned. I put it against my stomach. He was so warm, like his excitement was making him boil over. A drop appeared at the tip and I massaged it gently into the head.

         “Stop, it's too much,” Oliver mumbled. He squeezed my breast. “Upstairs. Let's go.”

         I turned around, but I didn't make it all the way up the stairs before Oliver pressed his sex against me from behind. He carefully slid a hand in between my legs. My opening was drenched and smooth, by body welcoming his fingers.

         “We gotta get upstairs,” Oliver whispered.

         I took a slow step up the stairs, and another one, his hand still in between my legs. When we reached the top, I was overpowered by my own desire and bent down on my knees. My hole was right in his line of sight, and he could see all of it. His solution was to grab my buttocks and bury his head between them. He licked me where I'd never before been licked before. Initially, it made me want to pull away, but he kept going. Soon, I felt his finger starting to explore my narrow entrance as well.

         But I wanted even more and pulled away. “Come on,” I croaked and got up. Oliver smiled at me, dazed, and led me down the hall with a hand on my lower back.

         A noise escaped from one of the bedrooms. The smile on Oliver's lips faded, and I turned my head towards the sound.

         It was Minna, standing in the door of her and Tom's room, wearing just a t-shirt and panties. Her hair was a mess, and she was crying.

         Everything happened so fast. I refastened my towel and walked back towards her. Tom appeared wearing boxers with four-leaf clovers on them. He didn't see me.

         Oliver ran past me, “What the hell are you doing?”

         “None of your business,” Tom said.

         I kneeled next to Minna. “What happened?”

         We probably looked ridiculous: Oliver and I wrapped in towels, Minna and Tom in their underwear. But there was nothing funny about it.

         I led Minna to the bathroom.

         Outside in the hallway I could hear Oliver and Tom figting, but I couldn't hear what they were saying.

         Suddenly, we heard loud thumps like furniture being overturned. Minna was shaking and crying as I washed her face.

         After what felt like a good while we heard heavy steps run down the stairs and the front door slamming shut.

         I tip-toed into the hallway and down to the entrance hall. Oliver was there, still just wearing the towel.

         “Asshole,” he said, shaking his head. “What an asshole.”

         Minna spent that night in my bed. She didn't tell me much, and I didn't know how to make her open up. I covered her in blankets when she was all cried out, and she fell asleep.

         The next morning, Minna and I took a taxi to the airport. Her eyes were hidden behind sunglasses. I'd promised her to walk her all the way to the gate and make sure she got on the plane alright.

         “He always got so mad if I didn't do as he said,” was all she shared with me.

         My luggage was in the trunk next to Minna's. I had places to go.

         “My dad told me he'd like the house from tonight,” Oliver said when we were saying goodbye. “And I think Minna needs you.”

         I didn't know what to say so I just nodded.

         “But…” continued Oliver. “I'd like to see you again. If you want.”

         I smiled. “I want.”

         He kissed me hard on the mouth. “I look forward to that.”
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         I swam a few more strokes until my feet touched the rocky bottom. Sea water dripped from my hair and eyelashes as I climbed the steep final steps up the beach to my towel. I was in Nice. Promenade des Anglais ran like a ribbon between the city and the beach.

         My friend Minna was the reason I was here, checked in at Hotel Ceresco, a hundred-year-old hotel with a view of the sparkling Mediterranean Sea.

         Minna had been travelling with her boyfriend, Tom. But Tom turned out to be the dominating and aggressive type. I had only spent two days with them in a villa in Villefranche-sur-Mer before Tom left in a huff, and Minna transformed from loved-up to depressed.

         We had left the villa together, meaning we’d left Oliver behind, too, whose dad owned the house. Oliver, whose fingers had drawn patterns on my skin, giving me goosebumps all over my body. His kisses were firm and when he bit my lip, ever so lightly, he ignited a fire in me.

         In the taxi, I shook my head to clear my thoughts. Minna was next to me, and we were stuck in traffic. On the way to the airport, she'd changed her mind.

         “I don’t want to go home. Not yet,” she’d said. “I need to breathe.”

         I understood that to mean that she didn’t want to return home a failure. She’d been so into her new boyfriend, so proud. But her great love turned out the be an unpleasant, egotistical dickhead. She licked her wounds, and I stood by her side even though I longed for Oliver’s touches and his body. We’d only just begun learning the secrets of each other’s desires when Minna and Tom’s relationship exploded. Their fight put a sudden halt to what was happening between me and Oliver.

         Minna and I had gotten a room with a nice blue carpet, a canopy over the bed and a balcony with a view of palm trees. Expensive, but Minna had promised she'd pay. She showed me a stack of euros she’d stolen from Tom.

         “When did you do that?” I asked, surprised.

         She looked down. “Tom never paid for petrol or food. I paid for everything. Even though I knew he had lots of money. So I took it before dinner yesterday.”

         “Is that why you were fighting? Because he was cheap?”

         “In part.” Minna sighed. “He always chose the most expensive wines and stuff but wouldn't pay for any of it. Everything just needed to look good. He's a snob.” Her face fell. “Can we talk about something else?”

         So we did. Afterwards, Minna took a nap and I went to the beach for a swim.

         I wasn't the only one on the beach, even though this hardy qualified as an ideal spot for swimming. Instead of sand, there were rocks that were difficult to walk on. And most of the of beach was taken up by expensive restaurants where middle-aged people sat drinking white wine and devouring trays of seafood.

         These restaurant guests were my audience as I wiggled out of my clothes and went into the sea in my bikini. The water felt like a blessing on my skin. Swimming always makes me feel like that. It washes away my worries and cleanses my mind, so that I can think straight again. Pushing my thighs and hands against the water makes me feel strong and confident.

         I was out of breath when I stopped at the water's edge to squeeze the water out of my hair. It was late in the afternoon. I laid down on my towel and watched the lively restaurants. I could see beautiful women with shiny hair, handsome men in boat shoes and white pants, expressionless waiters carrying round trays.

         I felt sad about leaving Oliver and the villa behind. But I knew it had been the right call. That didn't mean it was easy remembering his hands on my breasts. My fingers itched to touch the scar on his stomach again. My thighs longed to spread for him. I missed this man with his long hair and silly trunks with palm trees on them.

         I was half asleep in the sun thinking about Oliver. The stones underneath me were hot and warmed my body. My legs spread a bit and I pressed my stomach against the stones. A smooth one rested against my most tender spot and, carefully, I increased the pressure. I felt a sweet tingle. My face was hidden in my arms, and my anonymity on this French beach made me dare continue these small, teasing hip movements. Every nerve in my body screamed for more. I increased the pressure a little and shuddered. An unbearable desire built up inside of me until I was out of breath. I stopped instantly. I had to, before I lost control.

         I lifted my head and looked closer at the restaurants while I caught my breath. My stomach was making noises. I imagined that I was sitting in one of those restaurants drinking cold white wine from a dewy glass and eating salty oysters and licking my fingers. I wondered if Minna had taken enough of Tom's money that we could do just that as we watched the sunset. I definitely couldn't afford it out of my own pocket.

         My feet sank into the soft carpet back in the hotel room. It tickled my toes and it felt like walking barefoot over a field of grass. I tip-toed through the room, past Minna sleeping and into the bathroom.

         I grabbed the shower head and pointed the jet at my most sensitive spot between my legs. My desire was so intense that I sank down the wall. The water gushed into my sex while I caressed my clitoris. The explosiveness of my climax took me by surprise. I closed my eyes and rode the wave that made my legs shake.

         Now that I was satisfied in that department, my hunger was suddenly enormous. I washed my hair, shampoo sliding down my breasts, stomach and thighs.

         Minna was up when I got out. She was painting her toenails looking much happier than earlier, if not still a little fragile. She wiggled her toes at me.

         “You like this colour?” She asked.

         I nodded. “Yes.” I knew she wasn't really asking me about her nail polish. She was asking me to be friends again. She was telling me that a man was no longer between us.

         I threw myself on the bed and patted my stomach. “I'm hungry. Where do you want to eat? How rich are you feeling?”

         “Am I paying?”

         “Yes,“ I laughed. “It's your fault we're at this expensive hotel. Dinner's on you.”

         “Okay,” Minna said. “That is, dinner's on Tom.”

         We went down to Cours Saleya, which was filled with people. I linked arms with Minna so we wouldn't lose each other. She pressed my arm against her ribs. She felt fragile still, but her skin was warm, and her cheeks had a bit of colour in them. She looked happy.

         “This place is supposed to be nice,” she said and dragged me to a restaurant with blue chairs. It was called Safari. I laughed.

         “Why is it called Safari? Do they serve wild African animals here?”

         “Seafood,” Minna said, “Tom mentioned it. But we never went.”

         We got an outdoor table against a wall, from where we had a great view of the square and the many restaurant guests. The smell of garlic and olive oil made my mouth water. I was almost dizzy with hunger now.

         We ordered wine and water and ate freshly baked bread while looking over the menu. I poured oil and sprinkled salt on the bread, its golden crust crunching between my teeth. The salt was a bit much, and I drank a big gulp of wine, followed by another bite. The evening was warm, the light golden. Life felt free and endless as I sat there with Minna.

         “Cheers to this exquisite place,” I said.

         We clinked glasses and smiled oily smiles. The waiter came over and we ordered fries and mussels in white wine. The food was delicious, just as Tom had said. The fries were hot and crispy on the outside, smooth on the inside. I ate with my fingers, the white wine sauce running down my arm. I didn't care. When there was nothing but empty shells on my plate, I leaned back and sighed, content.

         “I'll just go wash my hands,” I said.

         I walked along a dark wooden bar on my way through the restaurant. A man, perhaps the owner, was behind it, drying glasses with a rag. He smiled widely at me. He was around fifty, his hair messy, and he had a little bit of a belly underneath his wrinkly white linen shirt. I didn't find him attractive at all, but his smile was extremely warm. It reminded me that the world was big and generous and full of possibilities. Even though Minna's boyfriend was toxic and self-centred, and even though my night with Oliver had stopped before it could start, I felt a spark of wonder.

         I smiled back at the man and almost danced a few steps towards the bathroom. The man smiled at me even more and winked when I passed him on my way out.

         Minna had the bill in front of her. She looked tired. Last night had been filled with screaming and crying. Her mind was overwhelmed, I could tell. A waiter came back with our change, and then we left. We passed chatting, drinking, and laughing tourists and locals on our way back to the hotel. Just two friends in our own little bubble of wine, conversation and each other.

         On the promenade, the wind caught hold of my hair, and I pushed it out of my face remembering how Oliver had done the same less than twenty-four hours earlier. I shuddered with desire. Last night haunted me, and all I wanted was to relive it in my mind. I wanted to hold on to it and remember feeling Oliver's hand in mine.

         To distract myself, I asked Minna, “What happened between you and Tom in the end?”

         “There isn't much to tell,” she said. “He was just too dominating and aggressive.” She stopped in her tracks.

         I stopped too, waiting for her to go on.

         Minna looked out at the ocean. “Tom and I had the best sex in the beginning. He made me feel so special. I felt myself opening up.” She went silent.

         “Then what happened?” I asked.

         “Once I was really into him, he started trying to control me. He said some really nasty things, and then he'd make up for it with sex. He was always late, and he kept trying to change me, and then…”

         Again, she went silent.

         “And then what?”

         “You sure you want to know?”

         “Yes,“ I said.

         “We would make love for hours. He loved washing me, licking me all over, making me come again and again.”

         “Okay…”

         Minna looked at me with her big eyes. “It was unlike any sex I've ever had. I was always sore somewhere, I always had traces of him on me, and I was proud of that.”

         “And then what happened?”

         “When we arrived in the South of France, he started acting vey arrogantly. It felt like he was playing make-believe. Like that was how you were supposed to act if you lived in an expensive villa in Côte d'Azur.”

         Minna almost sneered at that last word.

         “Oh, Minna…” I didn't know what else to say.

         “It wasn't a lot of fun,” Minna said quietly. “I actually feel sorry for him. He was so insecure all of a sudden.”

         It suddenly hit me: Minna was going to take him back. Her heart was not done with him. I made a decision right then. I would do everything I could to prevent her from getting any more involved with a man who had made her so sad.

         We walked back in silence. I thought of the terrible act of terrorism that had taken place here on the promenade a few years earlier. I thought of the people who'd been killed. There were no traces left of all that horribleness, but I stopped and shuddered at the thought anyway. Minna thought I was feeling cold and pulled me close to her. We looked out at the ocean. Dark clouds gathered in the horizon, painting the edge of the indigo sky.

         I sensed a couple of people behind us. They'd been walking in the same direction, and the sound of their footsteps had stopped when we did.

         “Let's go,” said Minna.

         “Someone's following us,” I said.

         “You sure?”

         “No. Yes?”

         Minna put her hand on my warm. “I can't see anyone. Come on, let's go.”

         But we didn't get far until the two people were suddenly at our side without having made a sound. In the light of the street lamp, I saw two young Frenchmen in track suits. Skinny, pale and anonymous teenagers.

         One of them spoke to us in French. I stepped back. He stepped forward and grabbed at my bag, but I swung it through the air, away from him. His hand grabbed at nothing, just air. His friend was watching, laughing.

         The guy tried going after the bag again, but Minna was quicker and pulled at his arm. He got away from her grasp, and I jumped back. But now he'd turned his attention to Minna. His hand closed around her bag and pulled. She didn't let go. They both tugged at it for what felt like a long time. Finally, he got it. He smiled. Minna’s cheeks were red, and her hair had fallen across her face. She raised her chin, pulled her foot back and kicked him in the balls as hard as she could. The teenager dropped the bag, grabbed his crotch and fell forward, moaning. His friend laughed out loud and said something that sounded mocking. Then they ran away.

         Minna and I stood frozen on the pavement. My legs were shaking, and Minna's cheeks were turning white.

         “Come on,” I said and pulled her toward a bar with outdoor tables and colourful lights.

         We ordered mojitos. I lifted the glass to my lips with shaking hands.

         “Are you okay?” I asked her.

         “Yes, are you?”

         “Yes.”

         We sipped our drinks, not saying much. My heart beat slowly returned to normal as the alcohol started to hit. I felt calmer and tired.

         “Should we call the police?” Minna asked.

         I shook my head. “I don't think so. They didn't get anything.”

         “No. I agree,” said Minna.

         Arms linked, we walked back along the promenade towards the hotel.

         A while later, we were lying next to each other on the big double bed. Minna had put in earplugs and fallen asleep quickly. I was lying closest to the open balcony door and tried to hear the waves on the beach. But I could only hear cars and loud tourists walking home. I was so tired, but two big things were on my mind: the two skinny, aggressive teens, and Oliver. I wanted to see him again.

         I didn't know why he'd made such a lasting impression. We'd barely spoken. I'd only had a tiny glimpse into his life. But he just seemed put together. Reserved, yet friendly. He wore both silly trunks and serious, well-fitting business shirts. He used to work in a cultural institute. He swam naked.

         Oliver was gorgeous, first and foremost. And nice. Gorgeous and nice. And I had no idea if I was ever going to see him again or how to contact him.

         I rolled onto my stomach, buried my head in the pillow and pretended that Oliver's hand rested on my back. That was how I fell asleep.

         The next morning, last night's events seemed like a bad dream. I was in bed, rubbing my eyes when I got a text from my mum.

         Hey honey. I ran into Jesper from your school at the train station. He’s also going interrailing! He said he'd get in touch with you. Have fun, wherever you are. Love, mum.

         I laughed and showed Minna the text. “Do you remember him from school? We all thought he was so hot!”

         Minna laughed. “Yes. But he was dating Elinore all three years, wasn't he?”

         “He was.” I stretched. “Typical of my mom to say 'wherever you are', like I haven't been in contact at all. I'd better text her. Then Jesper. Who knows, he might be in France.”

         “Good idea. Then croissants and coffee,” said Minna.

         I sent my texts, and then we had breakfast. We spent the following hours shopping. We figured shopping was the right medicine after last night. I bought a silk dress that looked really good on my butt and around my waist. I smoothed the silk over my breasts and twirled in front of the mirror. I wanted Oliver to see me in it one day, pull it over my head and let it fall to the floor.

         I shook my head. I was acting like I was in love with him. I barely knew him. I wanted to be free and travel the world.

         “Can we afford lunch at one of the promenade restaurants?” I asked Minna to distract myself.

         “Yes. Or Tom can,” she said.

         “Have you heard from him?” I asked carefully.

         “No.” She looked sad. She pushed her sunglasses in place and turned to me with a determined look on her face. “Let's blow all his money on food.”

         We sat down in some white chairs in one of the beach restaurants. A waiter came by instantly with olives, bread and water. We flipped through the dense, bound menus and ate the salty olives. When the waiter returned, Minna and I looked at each other and nodded. We were getting a plate of shellfish and wine.

         They put a multi-layer tray full of shrimp, oysters, mussels, lobster and marinated squid on our table. The extravagance of it all made me giggle. It seemed to me I was getting just as drunk off the food as the wine. It was salty, fatty, and spicy, and it tasted like summer and the ocean.

         When we'd finished eating, Minna put the money under her empty wine glass. She got up hesitantly and nodded at the waiter, who raised her perfect dark eyebrows and smiled. Minna tried to keep it together, but she was sloshed and didn't exactly walk in a straight line out of the restaurant.

         We walked unsteadily down the beach until the waiter could no longer see and judge us. Then we threw ourselves in the sand and looked up at the sky. I was dizzy and concentrated on not falling asleep. I pulled out my phone.

         Jesper had replied.

         Hey! Nice to hear from you. We're on our way to Spain, but could stop in S. of Fran if you want to meet up? J.

         “S. of Fran,” I snorted. But I was happy to hear from him. Actually, hearing from him made me surprisingly happy. I felt like goofing around, pretending to be eighteen, without worries, exams, a steady job and only three weeks of summer vacation. Last night had made Nice feel gloomy, and I wanted to move on.

         “Should I tell him yes?” I asked Minna and showed her the message.

         “Sure,“ she said, yawning. “Wait, who's 'we'? Who's he traveling with?”

         “I guess we'll find out,” I said and texted Jesper back.

         We passed the time in the afternoon shopping and drinking coffee. Then we went back to the hotel and took a nap. The quiet hallways and our gigantic bed greeted us and wrapped us in a warm blanket of peace.

         I woke up when my phoned pinged. A text from Jesper.

         Want to meet us in Marseille? We got a great Airbnb there.

         “Want to go to Marseille?” I asked Minna, showing her the message.

         “Why not? Can we live with them?”

         It turned out we could.

         “So how are we going to get there?” Minna asked.

         “Train,” I suggested. “I have my interrail ticket.”

         “Great. Tomorrow, right?”

         I nodded. It was decided. We were meeting up with a man we'd gone to school with. In Marseille. The thought gave me butterflies. A new adventure, new possibilities. I'd never before felt so alive as I did on this trip. So alive and open to new things.

         Minna and I stepped out of the railway station in Marseille and were completely taken aback by the view. The square in front of the building rose above the city and made it seem like a palace. Wide steps led into the city.

         We stood and admired the view for a while.

         “Wow,” I said, finally.

         “Yeah,” Minna agreed. I couldn't see her eyes through her sunglasses, but it seemed to me like her silence contained sadness. We walked down the stairs to a line of taxis.

         The taxi brought us to the old part of Marseille, which had previously been a dangerous area with pickpockets, addicts and scammers. Now there were bars, high end stores and galleries in the old, weathered buildings.

         Jesper's rented apartment was on the top floor of an old building. We managed to get our suitcases up the narrow staircase to a red door.

         Back in the day, Jesper had been the unattainable guy. The one who got good grades but was popular at the same time. Who was good-looking but not vain. Who was friendly and funny and wanted to study Social Sciences. The one who already in the first month had gotten together with Elinore from one of the other classes. I lost contact with him when he and Elinore went to South America two weeks after graduation. All I knew now was that they weren't together anymore. I had no idea if we would be greeted by a well-nourished man of the world, or a pale, skinny anarchist.

         We knocked, and Jesper opened the door. He looked like himself. A young man with a crooked smile and an open, friendly face. The only trace of the years gone by was the wrinkles around his blue-grey eyes. He still had a full head of dark-blond hair, his stomach still appeared flat, his back still straight.

         “Hey!” he said, and stepped back to let us inside.

         The apartment was a cross between a greenhouse and a brothel. There were red tiles on the walls of the kitchen and in the bathroom. The furniture in the big, open kitchen was made of dark wood, and along the walls were plush velour sofas. Everywhere we looked there were palm trees and blooming plants in pots.

         A narrow spiral staircase led to a nice roof terrace with even more plants and plenty of shade. Minna and I were taking it all in, speechless.

         “Wow,” I said yet again, because what else was there to say?

         Minna nodded. “Wow.”

         We went back down the stairs, where another man had joined Jesper.

         “May I introduce you to Jason,” said Jesper.

         Jason was beautiful. He looked part Asian, and his hair was thick, black and shiny. He had narrow hips like a dancer and dark eyes that shone over a pair of sharp cheekbones.

         “Jason, this is Minna and Clara from school,” said Jesper.

         Jason gave us his hand, and I felt his warm palm in mine for a long second. But he held Minna's hand even longer. Her cheeks flushed, and she looked down.

         A bed and the closet took up most of the space in mine and Minna's room. Jesper and Jason had a room each.

         “I spent last night on the terrace,” Jesper told us. “There are loungers up there.”

         We dragged our luggage into the tiny room.

         Jesper and Jason were making lunch in the kitchen. They put beer, a baguette, some cheese and tomatoes on a tray, and then we carried it to the terrace and ate and drank in the shade of the plants.

         Jason was Jesper's friend from university. He managed a hotel.

         “It’s my dad's,” he explained. “He developed a blood clot, so I took over and I guess I just kept at it.”

         “It's such a nice place,” said Jesper. “Very classy.”

         Jesper worked in a trade union. “Pretty boring sometimes, but I feel like a make a difference for the members who need help.”

         Apparently, he and Elinore had broken up right after their trip to South America.

         “She found me dull,” he said and shrugged. “Maybe I am. But I like a job where I do something that matters. She'd rather do impulsive things and import stuff from South America.”

         “Drugs?” I asked, surprised.

         “Ha ha. No, fabrics. Carpets and stuff like that.”

         We all laughed, and it managed to erase my shyness at meeting Jesper again. We told them about almost getting mugged in Nice.

         “Thank God nothing happened to you,” said Jesper. He looked angry.

         “Cheers to Minna, who knows when and where to kick,” said Jason.

         And we raised our glasses and cheered.

         In the evening, we went to get changed. Minna put on a wrap-around dress, heels and some big earrings. She looked powerful. Like a tiny Amazonian warrior dressed to party. He calf muscles looked tight and tanned below her dress. It wasn't hard to imagine that her kicks hurt.

         I changed into an old favourite dress of mine with pearl buttons. I put on some mascara and red lipstick the shade of poppies. I gathered my hair in a bun on top of my head and looked at my reflection. I felt my heart beat faster than normally. I was looking forward to this night with Minna, Jason and Jesper.

         The guys had arrived in Marseille the day before and already found a bar they really liked in an old building close to the harbour. It had pinball machines and an old bartender with grey hair and a face like a wrinkled napkin.

         We sat down around an unsteady outdoor table and ordered Kronenbourg beers. This night was perfect. Twilight became evening as we bathed in the golden light of the neon sign in the bar window.

         There is something really pleasant about hanging out with people you've known in your youth. You don't need to explain everything. And even though we'd only just met Jason, he knew Jesper so well that he fit in as if he'd gone to school with us as well.

         Jason went to get some peanuts for the table, and when he passed Minna's chair, he let his hand rest a little on her shoulder. It was quick, but Minna bent her head to meet it. It seemed to change the vibe around the table completely. The air was suddenly so filled with energy that the little hairs on my arms stood up. I smiled at Minna. Her blue eyes held onto mine with nervous strength.

         We ate peanuts and chatted for a while. Minna and I explained why we'd left the house outside Nice.

         “I thought I was vacationing with the man of my dreams, but he was as asshole,” Minna said determinedly and finished her beer.

         “Never go back to an asshole,” said Jesper.

         “We've made no other plans,” I added.

         “Then let me inform you that the only thing on the agenda is food,” said Jesper.

         “Deal.”

         We ate pasta at a small restaurant by the harbour. Minna and Jesper ordered pasta with aubergine, Jason and I got spaghetti alle vongole. Ours smelled wonderful, and Minna looked enviously at all the little steamed mussels in white wine.

         Jason saw this and took her fork and buried it in his dish. He twisted it in the spaghetti and caught a mussel, too, before moving it to Minna's mouth. She put her hand on his, closed her eyes and opened her mouth. None of us said a word. Jesper and I just watched them.

         Not before Minna had swallowed it, did she open her eyes. “Thank you. It's really, really good,” she said in a voice lower and calmer than the one she usually used.

         We returned to the apartment. Jesper and Jason went to mix us some drinks. Minna and I were taking in the view from the roof terrace. The light breeze of the night lifted our skirts. I felt the air sneak all the way up to my thighs and my crotch.

         Minna looked towards the harbour. “The thing about Tom…” she started.

         I turned to look at her.

         “I gave him access to a place in me that he could break. And now I can't forget him. He sticks to my skin. Jason is going to help me with that,” she said. She had a stern look on her face.

         She loosened her wrap-around dress and let it fall to the ground. The sun had been bathing the terrace in warmth all day, and the air smelled like a tropical forest. Minna was beautiful beneath her clothes. Skin as soft as silk, long, curvy lines, soft thighs and a round bottom, calling to be touched.

         “Uh, Minna…?” I asked. I didn't know her to interpret this.

         “Please go downstairs and tell Jason I'm waiting for him.” Minna was breathing heavily, her round breasts heaving up and down.

         “Are you sure?”

         “Yes. Jason will give me something new to think about. I want to feel alive without Tom.” She looked at me. “Do you understand?”

         I nodded slowly. “I do, actually.”

         Minna sat down on one of the deckchairs. “Will you do it now? Before I lose my courage?”

         I turned around and walked carefully down the spiral staircase.

         When I told him Minna was waiting upstairs, Jason raised his eyebrows and smiled. “I'll just bring a couple of drinks.” And next thing I knew, he was gone.

         Jesper and I stood in front of each other. He gave me a glass. I tasted it. It was strong, sweet and sour at the same time. I took a bigger sip. “What it is?”

         “It's White Lady,” Jesper said. “With gin, Cointreau and lime. Jason used to bartend at his dad's hotel.”

         Jason had left us in a pointed silence. It was kind of awkward now. It was hard not to listen for indications of what might be happening upstairs. Would Jason turn Minna down? Or would we be hearing screams and moans soon?

         Jesper put on some instrumental music. I sat on a bar stool by the counter.

         Jesper pulled up a stool. “Do you like the music?”

         “Yes.”

         “It's the soundtrack to the TV show 'Taboo'.”

         “I don't know it.”

         Again, silence took over. And when I finally came up with something to say, so did he:

         “What's your favourite--?” he said

         “What ever happened to Elinore?” I asked

         We laughed, and like earlier it eased the tension.

         “You first,” he said.

         “What's Elinore doing today?”

         Jesper smiled. He didn't seem to be at all troubled by their break-up. “She lives in an allotment garden house in Sydhavnen with a very nice man from Colombia. She's piss poor but happy, I think.”

         It seemed only natural to ask: “And you? Are you happy?”

         “For the most part, yes. I don't have a girlfriend, but I like my job. I go jogging, and I do some volunteer work occasionally. What about you?”

         “Yeah…” I hesitated. Compared to his, my life seemed pretty dull. “It's fine.”

         Jesper looked at me closely. “Just fine?”

         “Yeah. I think I went on this trip to do something on my own. Something I really wanted to do. I ended up meeting up with Minna, but that's okay. She needed it.”

         Again, we fell into silence.

         Jesper broke it. “Remember when we were young and thought the most amazing thing was being old enough to go out?”

         “Yes, and we smoked to feel cool!” I said, happy to change the subject.

         “We didn't know anything.”

         We smiled at each other. I remembered the time he insisted we swam naked on our school trip in the first year of college. I remembered the time he got so drunk at a concert that he fell on his bike and couldn't get up again. I remembered how he always wore a woollen hat with some logo or other on it, and that he auditioned for the lead role in the school production of 'Jeppe on the Hill'. I had witnessed both his ups and his downs. And he'd witnessed mine. He knew me when I only wore black lipstick and black nail polish. He knew that I once pierced my own nose, and that I had mono during our second year.

         “I liked you the best back then,” Jesper said.

         I looked at him in surprise. “But you were dating Elinore?”

         He leaned and kissed me quickly on the lips. “Dating someone and liking them isn't the same thing. Not when you're sixteen.”

         I pulled back to better look at him. Then I smiled.

         “You think you know everything when you're young,” he said.

         The red tile of the kitchen closed around us like a cave as I leaned in to return the kiss. My lips stayed on his. He lifted his hands and touched my cheeks. Cupped my face. I closed my eyes, feeling his fingertips tracing my skin. He followed the lines of my eyebrow with his pinkie. Then he brought my hand to his lips and kissed my fingertips. His mouth travelled further up my arm to the sensitive skin on the other side of my elbow. He kissed the blue veins and licked the skin. I shuddered.

         I mirrored his movements, taking his hand and kissing his fingertips. He tasted like lime juice. I sucked his index finger until I couldn't taste the lime anymore. His moist finger traced the lines of my lips, and I followed his finger with my tongue.

         He jumped down from the stool and stood between my knees. I placed my hands on top of his and led them to my breasts, pressing them against the soft pillows. Soon, his hands wandered to the buttons of my dress, and he opened them one at a time. His fingers slid in underneath the fabric and continued to the lace of my bra.

         My hands on his hip, I pulled him closer towards me. I kicked off my sandal and wrapped my legs around him. We didn't say a word, but we were aware of the others' signals and breathing, and we followed our shared desire with no rush.

         We had been friends when we were teenagers, but we'd never done so much as kiss each other. Now it seemed the most natural thing in the world, to glide into a universe of lust with Jesper. Nothing seemed awkward or off. We weren't shy about our bodies.

         I almost slid off the bar stool. So Jesper took my hand and led me to his bedroom. It was almost like the movies, and we were in the lead roles.

         In the first scene, I was on my back on the bed, leaning on my elbows. The top of my dress was pulled down over my breasts, and lower part was pulled up over my waist so that the fabric was rolled together around my stomach. My bra was on the floor. My drink was in my hand. I sipped some and spilled a few drops on my chest. Jesper laughed and put my glass on the bedside table. Then he leaned over and licked up the sweet liquid from my breasts. I closed my eyes. For a brief moment, I was back by the pool in Nice, Oliver licking wine off my collarbone. I opened my eyes and looked at Jesper's bent head. He licked me with long, thorough strokes, his tongue rough like a cat's. He continued down between my breasts until he reached the rolled-up dress. He skipped over it, kissed my bellybutton and pulled the fabric over his head so he was hidden beneath the tent of the dress. He placed kisses all the way down toward the line of my panties. Then he sat up, pulled dress and panties off me and threw them on the floor next to the bra.

         I looked at him and pulled up my knees a little bit. He put a finger on the crevice between my legs. Suddenly, his fingertip disappeared, and then reappeared shiny with my moisture, before disappearing back in. I could feel how my closed folds were opening, getting wetter to better receive his touches. He found the knob right by the opening of the crevice and pressed it lightly. I moaned softly and spread my thighs. A smell, I recognised as my own, reached my nose. A smell of salt and the ocean, of warmth and summer.

         I leaned back on the bed. He got up and took off his clothes in a few quick movements. I noticed a mole on his hip and the dark hair on his crotch. He was turned on and already hard. The first drop already glistened on the tip. He stepped over to the bed and looked down at me.

         In the second scene, he lay down next to me on the bed. On his side, looking at me. My hand glided over his body, wanting to know it. The dark nipples that got hard when I touched them. The skin, so smooth and almost without hair. The firm shoulders, revealing muscles underneath. The soft skin on the underside of his arms. The swirled bellybutton on his tight stomach. My hand glided further down and felt his desire. The skin on the head was stretched thin and soft as satin. Further down I felt grooves and veins, and my fingers followed them down until I reached the base. He shuddered. I let my fingers rest there, pushing lightly against this hidden place between his thighs. Again, he shuddered, and I felt him surrender and let go of all tension.

         In the next scene, I rolled a condom on him. He'd found it in his trousers on the floor. Then I led him inside of me. Easily. It felt right. My desire drove away all my thoughts when Jesper started pounding into me with long rhythmic movements. A simmering joy became more and more intense, and the animalistic heat between my legs got nearer and nearer its boiling point. I heard my own escalating gasps and his deep grunts. I wrapped my legs around his bottom and pressed him closer to me. His face was buried near my neck. He nibbled at my skin. First my neck, then my ear. My desire rushed through me like a river that started below my bellybutton and sent out an explosion in my entire body. Jesper sensed this and joined me. He thrusted harder and wilder, lost to his own desire. He didn't feel me anymore and reached his climax with a huge grunt from somewhere deep in his throat.

         In the final scene, he was on top of me for several long minutes without moving, until he got too heavy for me. I pushed him off me softly. With the back of his hand he brushed my bangs aside. His smile was huge and genuine, and I returned it.

         “Mmm…” he said and stretched.

         “Indeed,” I said and kissed his chest.

         He lifted his head and leaned on his elbows. “How do you think Jason and Minna are doing?”

         I listened closely, trying to hear something that might tell us what the situation on the terrace was. But I could only hear the rumbling of distant cars, voices and sirens.

         “Is Jason a good guy?” I asked.

         Jesper pretended to take offence. “Of course. He's my friend.”

         I slapped him playfully. “You know what I mean.”

         “I do. And yeah, I think Jason can tell Minna needs someone nice. And I think he thinks she's hot.”

         “Yeah.” I looked at the ceiling.

         “But you're hotter. I remember watching you in Spanish class. You would put up your hair, and all I wanted to do was touch the little hairs in the back of your neck. Tonight as well.”

         “Why didn't you back then?” I asked.

         “I don't know. You had your things and your friends, and I had mine. You were dating William, and he was a musician.”

         “Oh, that's right… Some of the time I was dating him.” I thought of William. His ironic laughter, freckled nose and pierced ear. William had been one of those tall, skinny boys who ate a ton of food and walked with a bounce.

         I sighed. “William, Elinore, you, me, Minna. We're so grown up, and here we are, fucking like teenagers.”

         “Are you having regrets?”

         Now was not the time to talk about him and me. About whether this was a one-time thing or something that could bring us closer. “It's nice to feel young again,” I said.

         I kissed Jesper on the nose, and he laid back down. Side by side we fell asleep, a feeling of unity between us and a sense of deep pleasure.

         I woke up the next morning as Jesper left the room. He carefully closed the door behind him. I looked around. The sun broke through the window, shining on our clothes on the floor and on the empty glasses next to the bed. The sheet underneath me was wrinkled and smelled like sex. I shook the pillow and sat with my back against the headboard. Last night's desire was still in me. I felt as soft and lazy as a cat in the sun.

         The door opened, and Jesper came in carrying two glasses and a bottle of water.

         I drank a glass, and Jesper poured me another one.

         “Did you see Jason and Minna?” I asked.

         “No, but they’re in his room. Definitely not on the terrace – I checked. And the door to your room is still open, and it’s empty.”

         “Sounds like they’re having a good time,” I said, satisfied.

         Jesper was sitting next to me. He suddenly looked at me quite seriously. “So, what are your plans?”

         This question contained several others. Was I going to travel on with Jesper? Did I want to? What were my dreams?

         I caught his eyes. “I don’t have any plans. All I know is that I have two more weeks of travelling to do.”

         Jesper nodded, but didn’t say anything.

         “Listen,” I said. “I don’t know what you and Jason are planning. It’s okay if you want to travel on without me. I’m cool, but not cold. There is something between us, you and me. But I… I enjoy doing whatever I want to, too.”

         “Okay.” Jesper looked relieved.

         I pulled him in and kissed him. “Mmm, toothpaste.”

         I’ll make us some coffee,” he said. “Espresso, Americano or latté?”

         “A big latté, please,” I said.

         He laughed. “As the lady wishes.”

         We drank the coffee in bed from ceramic bowls. It was impossible not to get a milky moustache. I licked my upper lip and drank some more. Jesper laughed and wiped the foam off with his thumb.

         He told me Jason and he were going to ride by train to Valencia where his dad knew someone with a hotel they could stay at.

         “Sounds cool,” I said.

         Jesper looked down at his coffee. “I’m actually going to Ecuador for six months in September,” he said. “I’ll be working with some other unions on negotiation techniques.” He looked at me, gauging my reaction.

         “That sounds exciting,” I said. “I mean it.” I pressed my leg against his under the sheets.

         Jesper pulled his foot up along my leg, a friendly touch, nothing erotic. I giggled and caressed his lower leg with my big toe. He slapped my arm playfully.

         I emptied my bowl of coffee and put it aside. He did the same. I pulled the sheet to the side and sat on him. We were naked. Two people with nothing to limit us but ourselves. The sound of the outside world reached us through the open window, but we were in our own little universe. A light breeze blew my hair, tickling my face. His hands were on my hips, and his eyes wandered from the top of my head to my crotch, where his finger combed through my hair.

         “What do you want?” he asked.

         Instead of replying, I put my hand between our bodies and grabbed his sex. He grew instantly as if he’d been waiting for just that. I closed my eyes to better sense him. A man’s firm, smooth skin when he is aroused has always turned me on. Knowing that it’s me who causing this pounding reaction. It awakens my desire. His arousal is my doing, and I can do as I please.

         I let my thumb travel all the way down his length and felt Jesper stir. Then my behind shot backwards as I bent over to take him in my mouth.

         But a rattle in the hallway made me stop before I’d even tasted him. I heard voices. Mina’s light vibrations and Jason’s indistinct deep mumbling. I sat up. I heard steps and a door closing. I heard the splashing of water, letting me know someone was in the bathroom.

         I looked at Jesper. “Should we get up?”

         “Yeah, let’s.”

         He sat up, still with me on top of him. A quick kiss on the forehead, a squeeze around my middle and then he lightly pushed me off him. My eyes followed his long, pale body as he moved through the room. His spine looked like a string of pearls that kept tightening and loosening as he bent over to pick up his clothes.

         He threw my dress to me, opened the door and disappeared into the kitchen. My pillow was folded under my neck, and a thin sheet covered over my body. I laid like that for a while, enjoying the morning sun entering the room and warming my stomach. The bed smelled like us. Of sweat and salt and sex and him and me. Jesper’s scent reminded me of grass and football players and soap. I put his pillow over my face and breathed in deeply.

         Later, all four of us went for a walk along the harbour. Minna and I in the back. Minna’s face was back to its normal appearance. The dark circles under her eyes were gone, and her mouth was soft. She looked between me and Jason’s long, lean back and smiled.

         “I think I’m going to find a flight back to Denmark,” she blurted.

         “You are?”

         “If it’s okay with you. I think I’m ready now. You have your interrail ticket. And you’re going south…” She waved in the direction of Jason and Jesper.

         “That’s totally fine.” I got butterflies in my stomach. I’d be on my own again.

         “Thanks for joining me,” Minna said.

         “Of course.”

         “And I’m sorry I cancelled our travel plans for Tom. That was not okay.”

         “It’s alright. I might’ve done the same,” I said, knowing it could be true, if some man had made me with dizzy with happiness.

         We went to a café with a view of the old harbour. I kicked off my sandals, feeling the smooth tiles underneath my feet. All I felt was this golden, warm moment. Time had slowed down, the minutes flowed like honey. My world was worry-free right now. I noticed how Jason placed his foot close to Minna’s, and how she hooked a finger in the belt strap of his shorts. I caught Jesper’s eye, and we winked at each other.

         In the afternoon, we slowly made our way back to the apartment, up the many steps. We didn’t speak. No words were necessary. Jesper stood in the door of his room and reached a hand out to me. My fingers touched his, and his hand closed around mine as he pulled me into the room and closed the door behind us. We were going to finish what we’d started that morning.

         We didn’t touch each other as we undressed. Bur we locked eyes, slightly out of breath already. Jesper reached for my breasts, but I pushed off his hands. Without taking my eyes off his, I kneeled before him. He was already aroused when I took him in my hand and put my mouth to his tip.

         At first, I licked him carefully around the head, before letting my tongue run all the way down to the base. I let it slide up and down several times, tasting his sharp, salty, manly skin. I closed my eyes and concentrated on making him reach his climax. His hands rested on the back of my head, and his moans told me he was lost in desire. I squeezed gently around the two spheres at the top of his thighs, and he moaned softly. I knew from his breathing that he was close. I took a little break to prolong it. His gasp, when I took him in my mouth again, was lighting a fire in my own desire. I took him as far in as I could, closing my lips around him, and his grunt was so deep. His breathing turned quicker until he suddenly froze and pulled away.

         I was still kneeling in front of him. I reached up and kissed his stomach. He was out of breath, but not done. I turned around and rested my upper body on the bed. He kneeled behind me, putting a hand on my waist.

         I was so ready for him that his finger slid in without resistance.

         “Does that feel good?” he asked.

         I answered by spreading my legs further apart. My body was hungry for him. He only touched me with his finger. It slid in and out. He drew circles around my firm, sensitive pearl. I buried my face in the sheets and arched my back. His sex pushed lightly against the crack between my buttocks, teasing me, making me wait. His erection poking me made me open to him even more. When he finally penetrated me, he filled me up completely. He rocked back and forth rhythmically and it got more and more intense. My lust was starting to boil, and I pushed away his hand to touch myself. I touched my clit until hot waves washed over me. I came in grand, pulsing swells, and for a long time. He thrusted more intensely, and moaned deeply before pushing in to me one last time, his fingers burying themselves in the skin of my hips.

         Exhausted, I crawled onto the bed. Sweat made my hair stick to my face. I saw beads of sweat on Jesper’s skin as well. He got up and laid down next to me, a hand resting on my stomach, just below my bellybutton.

         He caressed my neck with his nose and nibbled my ear. I turned my head and kissed his forehead.

         From a church tower somewhere we heard the heavy, resounding bells. The day was almost over. I stretched on the white linen and smiled.

         That night we ate dinner on the roof terrace, surrounded my plants. We could hear loud African music from someone on the street and happy voices. We ate Merguez sausages and olives, and Jason had made a salad of grilled peppers and pine nuts. Minna had a healthy appetite. Her cheeks were pink, and her movements were soft and calm. When Jason handed her a napkin, she took his hand and kissed the knuckles. And he kissed hers.

         When we were done eating, Minna and I cleared the table. We exchanged happy looks in the kitchen, and Minna squeezed my arm when we went back upstairs with a bottle of wine.

         I rested my feet on the railing, tilting my head back. The full moon had risen above us like a mystical white ball.

         Minna and Jason lay on the lounger. Her ankle rested on his lower leg, his hand rested on hers. They didn’t speak. Just looked up at the sky.

         Jesper sat down on the floor in front of my feet. He had a glass of wine in his hand. He sipped it and put his head in my lap. I put a hand in his hair. It was clean and shiny between my fingers. Everything was good. We were friends. Friends who had had a lovely time together. I exhaled.

         But now it was time to move on.
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         I took the bus to Marseille in the early morning. I was on my own. No plans, no commitments. Just two weeks of vacation left, and an Interrail ticket.

         The city was quiet. I thought of all the people lying down on the other side of all these anonymous walls, sleeping, making love, snoring, waking, stretching and kissing each other good morning. All those lives, all those bodies reaching for each other out of desire and out of need, searching for comfort, searching for pleasure. The thought made me smile. Underneath our clothes, we were all so alike.

         I jumped on the fast TGV train towards Avignon. The trip was only about half an hour long. I spent it listening to music and looking out the window. There’s something about the dusty green colours and the pale yellow rocks in the South of France that I just love. Beautiful and raw at the same time. Lush as well as barren. The sky was clear and stretched over the Earth like a canvas. The train compartment was cool and nearly empty. I had a great sense of wellbeing. As though everything was just as it was meant to be. My body felt harmonious. I felt strong and alive. I closed my eyes and recalled the feeling of someone else’s fingers between my legs, of firm kisses against my lips, of a man’s bottom beneath my fingers.

         My memories mixed with the low hum of the train, igniting my desire. I was wearing a summer dress. I spread my thighs apart a little. My own salty smell reached my nose. I breathed in deep and gave myself over to the music in my ears, the glow between legs and the explicit images in my mind. Every one of my nerves was alive and aware. My bra pressed softly against my nipples, which rose in happiness. A moistness spread between my thighs, and the cool air conditioning chilled and tickled my sensitive skin. I sighed. I just couldn’t get enough of this summer, it would seem.

         When the train stopped in Avignon, I stepped out into the white morning sun. All I knew about Avignon was that it was a medieval town by the Rhône from where Popes used to rule over the Catholic world. I was planning to spend a couple of cultural days here and then travel on. I left my luggage at the station and continued with just a tourist map in my hand. But the cobblestoned roads between the medieval houses were packed with tourists, strolling along at their own pace. The slowness and idleness of it all annoyed me.

         It was still early when I sat down at a café with a view of the Pope’s palace. I was angry at myself at having landed in such a tourist trap. My good mood from earlier had evaporated. I was hot, and my skin stuck to the plastic chair.

         I sighed. Doubt crept up on me. When it came down to it, I wasn’t all that interested in old towns and historic buildings. Certainly not when crowds of tourists made all the history disappear.

         I ordered a coffee and a baguette with ham and butter. Eating made me feel better. Food in France was just better than in Denmark, I decided. The butter was sweet and cool, and the ham was smooth and salty on my tongue.

         I smiled to myself. A man at the next table thought I was smiling at him and smiled back. He was around 30, with dark eyes and dark hair that fell over his forehead. His nose was long and as straight as an arrow like a Greek god’s. I shook my head slightly and looked down. I really didn’t need another man in my life. But his smile did me good. It teased my desire, the desire that had been awakened on this trip. There was beauty and wonderful experiences everywhere, and my body opened up and received it all. I glanced back up at the man, but he was now deep in conversation with another man and didn’t see me looking.

         When the waiter started dancing around my table to indicate that I’d occupied it long enough, I got up and left. I pulled out my map and walked in the direction of the famous half-ruined medieval bridge. It was one of Avignon’s landmarks, so of course it was packed with people. I abandoned it pretty quickly, feeling at a loss. Should I move on or stay in Avignon? I didn’t feel like sitting in a train right now, but I didn’t feel like staying in a city that looked like the set of a Disney movie either.

         It was early in the afternoon, and very hot. Sweat formed on my upper lip. I sat on the steps of a small church, looking at tourists and nuns walking quickly down the street, their garments blowing in the wind.

         A family was fighting in front of the church. A teenage girl was angry at her younger brother who kept poking his head in the picture she was trying to take with her selfie stick. The parents were lost in discussion as they studied a map, not paying attention to their children. The girl took her phone off the stick and looked through the pictures. They boy tried taking the stick from her, but she tore it out of his reach. Before I realised what was happening, it had flown through the air and hit me right above my eyebrow. I was stunned, and for a few seconds everything went dark. It didn’t really hurt, though. I touched my face. When I removed my hand, I saw blood on my fingers.

         “What the hell?” I exclaimed in Danish.

         The two children looked frightened. The parents turned their heads towards me. All four mouths were wide open, as though they were exclaiming a silent “oh!”

         I shook my head and realised that it did hurt where it had hit me. “You hit me,” I said to the girl. Her hand flew up to cover her mouth.

         “Sorry,” she whispered.

         Then the parents started talking over each other. In English, but with German words inserted every so often. They apologised, asked if there was anything they could do, if I needed some water, or to go to the hospital. They looked like they’d rather escape than do any of that for me, though.

         The man grabbed my arm and helped me up. “Are you okay?” he asked again and again. “Are you okay?”

         I nodded, but I felt more and more dizzy by the second. Whether from the shock or the impact, I didn’t know. All I knew was that I needed to sit and recover for a while without being surrounded by some worried German family.

         “I think I’ll go in there for a bit,” I said and pointed at a café across the square. The man escorted me there. I noticed his sweaty armpits, and the smell made me nauseous.

         I collapsed on a café chair. The German family was still all around me, talking.

         “What’s going on?” a new voice asked. In a French accent.

         I looked in its direction and recognised the face it belonged to. The man was tall and had a long, straight nose and dark hair.

         He lifted his finger and poked the air in front of me. “You! You were at the café by the palace earlier!”

         “Yes,” I nodded, nearly giggling. This was the one person here among thousands that I would recognise. And here he was in front of me.

         “Can I see?” he asked and sat down next to me without waiting for an answer. He gently brushed my hair aside.

         “Your eyebrow is cut. Just a bit, but it’s bleeding,” he said.

         “Does she need to go to the hospital?” asked the German man.

         “No, it doesn’t need stitches, but it does have to be cleaned,” said the dark-haired man.

         “Do we need to do anything?” the German man continued. He clearly wanted to get away.

         The dark-haired man sounded testy when he replied, “perhaps a cup of coffee and a clean dress. I saw what happened from my clinic. She was the casualty in a fight she had nothing to do with.”

         “Are you a doctor?” I asked.

         “No. A veterinarian.”

         “Would 50 euros be enough for a new dress?” asked the man.

         I noticed how the dark-hair man rolled his eyes. I sat up straight and looked the German man in the eye. “I don’t need your money, it’s fine.” This was pride talking, as well as the desire to get rid of this family.

         The German man looked relieved. “You’ll be alright?”

         I nodded. “You don’t have to stay. I’m okay.” This wasn’t completely true. I was still in shock. But all I wanted now was a mirror so I could assess the damage on my face and on my dress.

         The German family disappeared down the road without looking back. At least the children had stopped arguing.

         “Those kids are definitely getting an earful now,” said the dark-haired man. “I’m Alex by the way.”

         He gave me his hand, and I noticed smears of my blood on his fingertips.

         “Clara,” I said.

         “Come to my clinic. I’ll take care of your wound.”

         It turned out Alex had a small veterinary practice on the second floor, overlooking the church I had just sat by.

         There was no one in the waiting room or by the reception. Alex pushed the office chair in the reception towards me, and I sat down thankfully. The aircon was on, humming. I closed my eyes and let the cool air wash over my skin.

         I heard Alex opening and closing cabinets and running the faucet. Aside from that it was very quiet in this clinic. He appeared with a metal tray.

         “It’s lunch break right now,” he explained. “We’re opening back up in 20 minutes,” Then he cleaned my wound with a sure hand like he’d done it a thousand times before. He closed it with three small strips. “These are from the first aid kit, they’re not for animals, don’t worry,” he said, smiling.

         When he was done, he left with the tray, and I found a bathroom. I washed my hands and studied the wound. It was narrow and not very long. I splashed some cold water on my face and tried combing my hair over the wound. I was pale, and my mascara had run down my cheeks. I looked like I’d just returned from a wild night out. I dried my face with a paper towel, not impressed with my appearance, and put on some lip gloss.

         When I returned to the waiting room, I found a young man in the reception. Alex was standing next to him, bent over a stack of papers on the desk. He looked up when he heard me.

         “Are you okay?” he asked.

         “Yes.” I nodded. “Thank you for your help. I should probably get going.”

         “Where are you going?”

         I hesitated. And Alex noticed.

         “You’re welcome to stay here if you want. We’re not busy today. We can get a drink after when we close at six!”

         Again, I hesitated. “I’m actually not sure what my plans are. I got here this morning, and I haven’t decided whether I’m traveling on today or not.”

         “It’s a pity not to stay here longer than that, don’t you think?”

         I bit my lip, wondering that too.

         “Stay in Avignon,” Alex suggested.

         “I don’t have a hotel,” I said.

         Alex shrugged and smiled. “You can sleep at our place. We have a guest room.” He gestured to the receptionist to indicate that they lived together.

         Oh, they’re a couple, I thought. I nodded. “Okay, I would love to. Thank you so much!”

         The receptionist smiled. “Sylvain,” he said, raising his hand in greeting.

         I spent the afternoon in their waiting room, pretending to be reading a magazine. I was quite fascinated with all the pets coming in and with the way Alex handled them. At one point, he lifted a scared Persian cat, buried his fingers in its fur and looked into its eyes. Instantly, the cat calmed down and let itself be carried away by him.

         Later, Alex crouched down and talked to a small terrier. His voice was too low for me to hear what he said, but he petted the dog between the ears, and the dog appeared to understand and agree with what he said. It wagged its tail and followed him, and I couldn’t help but smile.

         An hour in, my body seemed to be getting over the shock of being hit in the head, and I told them I’d go for a walk. I wandered up and down the streets and bought a toothbrush. Then I found an old-fashioned underwear store. A bell above the door rang as I entered the dark shop.

         I was shown trays of neatly folded panties in cotton, satin and silk. They were lacy and in the colours of champagne, rosé and crème. My fingers caressed the smooth fabrics. I chose a pale pink pair. The salesclerk found a matching bra, beautiful and simple with lace along the edges. I studied it between my fingers, and then the clerk showed me to a dressing room.

         The bra fit perfectly. It transformed my breasts to little twin domes that heaved up and down with my breathing. There was no doubt. I had to buy it.

         With new underwear folded neatly between crackling tissue paper, I made my way back to the veterinary clinic. Alex was closing up.

         “Come along,” he said.

         We made our way through the narrow paths towards an apartment five minutes from the clinic, me carrying a small paper bag, Alex carrying a Siamese cat in a transport box.

         “I’d like to be able to keep an eye on this one,” he explained.

         Sylvain had gone ahead to buy groceries. As we walked, Alex told be about his Greek background and about living in France. I told him about my vacation. I didn’t mention that I hadn’t seen that many sights because I’d been having sex instead. I smiled to myself as I chatted about lavender and the beautiful colours of the Mediterranean Sea.

         Alex kept glancing at me. His fringe hid his eyes somewhat and reading his expression was difficult. It made me feel unsafe. Was I crazy to go home with a man after just spending the day in this city? Was Sylvain really shopping for an axe and a saw to kill me with?

         I shook my head, clearing my thoughts. Murderers didn’t bring home cats, did they? My imagination was getting the better of me, and I shuddered in the warm evening.

         Alex saw that. “We’re almost home,” he said. “I’ll lend you a sweater if you’re cold.”

         “Thanks,” was all I said. I still felt uneasy.

         Alex and Sylvain lived in an apartment on the third floor with high ceilings and parquet floors. Their street was narrow, and I imagined that their place didn’t get much sunlight. At night, it was like a cave and was filled with stuff they’d found somewhere and brought home. Aside from Sylvain and Alex, a small menagerie lived in the apartment. An old bulldog limped over to greet us as we entered. A parrot screeched in a cage, and a turtle made its slow way across the kitchen tiles.

         Alex let the cat out of the box and it immediately hid under the kitchen table. Alex opened the fridge and held out a beer. I nodded and sat down on a wooden chair in the corner, watching as Alex fed all the animals. His fringe fell in his eyes constantly. He brushed it aside repeatedly. The turtle had lost a leg and walked sideways towards its lettuce. Alex talked to it and petted its head.

         Sylvain showed up before long with a bag full of groceries. I observed the two of them as they cooked dinner. They didn’t touch at all as they moved around. The vibe was more friendly than passionate, I thought. Alex was tall and dark and looked like Jesus on the cross; thin-faced and with long hair. Sylvain was shorter and sturdier. The Cupid’s bow on his upper lip was quite pronounced and his hair was short. His slim jeans sat tightly on his firm butt cheeks and he was wearing a leather string with wooden pearls on his wrist. If Alex was Jesus, Sylvain was a grown angel child.

         “How long have you guys known each other?” I asked, trying to understand what the situation was.

         Alex and Sylvain exchanged a look. Then Alex shrugged. “Ten years, I think.”

         That’s all I got. I watched as Alex cut an aubergine into thin slices with a long, sharp knife. I shuddered again.

         “You need a sweater!” Alex said.

         “No, that’s not it,” I said. Then I pulled myself together. “Are you two a couple?” I breathed.

         Alex and Sylvain exchanged another look. Then they laughed. “No,” said Alex. “We studied together.”

         Sylvain looked embarrassed. “But I dropped out,” he said. “I love animals, but I hated being a student.” He put a sunflower seed into parrot’s cage. “One day, I’d like to live in the country with all kinds of animals.” His voice was deep and soft, and I could definitely see him calming down pets and their owners.

         “Now we have this clinic together,” Alex concluded. He looked at me closely. “Would you not have come if you’d known we weren’t a couple?”

         Now I was the one shrugging. “Maybe not.” Then I mumbled, “I mean, it’s never a good idea to go home with strange men.” I comforted myself with the thought that I might’ve prevented my own murder just by saying that out loud.

         Alex and Sylvain laughed. “That’s true,” said Alex. “But we’re not criminals. I just thought you looked nice and I felt bad that your day had been ruined.”

         “Thank you,” I said.

         “If you’re worried, we’ll just find you a hotel,” Alex continued.

         “No, it’s fine. I’ll just text my friend the address.” I quickly sent a text to Minna. If my severed head appeared in the Rhône river, the police would be able to find the murderers.

         I smiled at the two men. “Sorry. But, you know…”

         “I totally get it,” Alex said. Then he took three long steps across the floor, grabbed the back of my head and kissed me hard on the mouth.

         When he pulled back, he explained, “I’m not gay. I just wanted you to know that I think you’re cute. Not that that’s the reason I invited you home.”

         “Okay…” I said, taken aback.

         Then Alex went and grabbed Sylvain’s shoulders and kissed him on the mouth. “But I am bisexual.”

         This was all a bit much, but in a fun way, and I giggled.

         Alex squinted. “What?”

         “No, it’s just nice being so open about it. You, letting me know what you’re thinking. About each other and me and…”

         Alex smiled. “I’m glad. Now drink your wine. Dinner’s almost done.”

         We raised our glasses and cheered.

         Sylvain put down the glass and picked up the Siamese cat. “But really, I prefer animals.” I almost choked on my wine. He smiled. “No, that like that!”

         We all laughed, and I took a big gulp of wine.

         While Alex finished cooking, I rinsed off in a very old shower. My new underwear hugged my curves perfectly, and I let my hand slide over my hips and breasts and enjoyed the feeling of silk beneath my fingers. I hadn’t brought any make-up or a hairbrush, so I returned to the kitchen with a naked face and messy hair.

         After eating roasted aubergine and a delicious green salad, we finished the meal with cheese and nuts, slouching on pillows on the floor by the open window in the living room. By one wall was an easel and some paint and brushes. Lit candles cast a golden light in the room. Alex was on his back, looking at his phone, and Sylvain was taking on the role as DJ, playing me French pop songs. Every time he chose a new number, he told me all about it.

         “This one is by a French group called Orange Blommons. The lyrics are in Arabic,” he said in his deep voice. A melancholy and beautiful female voice filled the room to the beat of some fast-playing drums.

         “The singer is French-Algerian,” he continued. The music was enticing. The rhythm sped up, and the song became more intense. I closed my eyes and let it wash over me.

         The song came to an end, and the room fell quiet. “Great, isn’t it?” Sylvain asked. “Want to hear more by them?”

         “Yes,” I said.

         Sylvain played us some more of the French-Algerian music. It was dark and dramatic and filled me up completely. The music told stories of great drama, of love and heartbreak and feelings that can’t be suppressed. I didn’t understand the words, but I understood the meaning. Drums and string instruments mixed harmoniously with high and deep voices. I’d never before experienced music that left me feeling as satisfied as good food and wine. My ears got greedy, sucking in the sound, mixing it with my blood.

         Alex and Sylvain lay next to each other, the backs of their hands occasionally brushing against each other. They shared the calm understanding of people who have known each other for a long time.

         “Want a massage?” Sylvain asked suddenly.

         “What?” I replied rather rudely. I was surprised.

         “I took a degree as a masseur when I dropped out of veterinary school. But Alex is the only one who ever gets to enjoy it.”

         “Sure…” I said, feeling hesitant.

         Sylvain registered my nervousness. “Just the shoulders and neck, I mean.” He sat up and patted the carpet where he’d just been lying. “Come here.”

         The wine and the music had blurred my boundaries. I did as he said, resting my head on a pillow and pulling down the top of my dress so that my shoulders were bare. Sylvain turned down the music.

         “Alors…” he said with his calm voice. He brushed my hair out of the way. Then he started touching me firm but gentle movements that made my muscles melt. Some people have healing hands. Sylvain was one of them. His touch was light on my shoulders, but I felt it deep within me. His strength seeped into me. As he worked his way to my neck, I had a feeling of becoming higher and lighter. Like I was being stretched out as far as I could go, and the weight of the world was lifted from my shoulders.

         “Do you like that? Is that good?” he asked, slightly out of breath.

         “Yes,” I moaned. It was all very sensual, but not in an intimate way. I was in the clouds.

         Alex mumbled something I didn’t hear, so I turned my head in his direction, resting my cheek on my arm.

         He was sitting up, holding a paint brush. The type artists use. Sylvain scooted over, and Alex took his place. He started moving the brush over my skin. His hand moved with a quick ease like he was painting every centimetre of my skin. The sensation awoke my senses in a way I had never experienced before. Chills kept running down my spine, and the little hairs on my arm stood up as though they were reaching for the brush. All I wanted was for this to go on forever. I was so relaxed I was beginning to drool a little. I turned my face to wipe it away discretely with my arm.

         Alex concluded the massage by letting the brush travel from where my hair ended on the back of my neck to my bra strap. Then he placed his hand on my head and let it rest there for a few seconds. The heat of his hand told me that the massage and the wonderful brush strokes had ended.

         I lifted my head. “Thank you so much,” I said. But I didn’t want to get up off the floor.

         Sylvain turned the music back up and joined me on the floor. Alex poured us more wine and water. I drank the water and turned over on my back. Again, I was swept away by the Arabic tunes and the melancholy singing.

         Alex, Sylvian and I stayed like that on the floor, in a perfect bubble of golden light from the candles. The stone houses of the city had absorbed the heat of the sun all day, and now all these old building gave off a dry sent of honey, crackers and something mineral.

         Nothing needed to be said. The enjoyment of this moment was everything. But a phone beeping made our bubble burst. We all sat up. Sylvain stretched and yawned. Alex got up and cleared the plates. I reached for my phone.

         I had gotten a text from a number I didn’t know. A French number.

         I opened it.

         Dear Clara, it took me a while the get your number. But finally, I did! Do you want to go to Berlin with me? I would like that. Warm regards, Oliver.

         I blinked and reread the message.

         My surprise must have been written on my face because Sylvain asked, “Did something happen?”

         “No, no, it’s just a text from a friend…a…”

         Neither my French nor my English could properly express what Oliver was to me. “A very good friend,” I said.

         “Something unpleasant?”

         “No, just surprising,” I said.

         “Tell me,” Sylvain said. ”If you want.”

         I did. It took me by surprise, but I wanted to tell him about meeting Oliver. So I told him about this Danish man with the long, dark hair, the flat stomach and the scar shaped like a new moon. I told him about Oliver’s friendly manner, his smile and his calm way of moving around. But I didn’t say that the memory of him made my crotch glow from within with a longing to feel his skin against mine.

         Every woman – and probably every man – has a somebody they just can’t forget. Someone whose name invokes a long line of thoughts. Thoughts that begin, “What if…?” Oliver was that person to me. He had gotten away, but now I had the chance to meet him again.

         But I had my doubts.

         Sylvain listened to my story while Alex did the dishes and wrapped up the leftovers. When I reached the end, I went silent. The living room was somewhat gloomy, the air dry.

         It was Alex who spoke next. “What’s stopping you from going to Berlin with Oliver?”

         “Nothing,” I said and shrugged. Alex had a salad bowl and an empty wine bottle in his hands. I looked at him. He smiled.

         “Then you should go.”

         I nodded. “I will. I just need to find the right words.”

         Somehow, the enchanting, golden evening had become pleasant and cosy. The magic was gone, and I was left with two nice new friends, who I would likely never see again. The intimacy had evaporated.

         “Come on, let me show you your room,” said Alex. “We have work in the morning.” He picked up the cat from its pillow and carried it out of the room.

         I followed him down a long, dark hallway. We passed two bedrooms, both containing double beds, and I concluded that Alex and Sylvain didn’t sleep in the same bed.

         Alex stopped by the last door and opened it. It was a simple room with white walls and a wooden floor. “Our guest room,” he said.

         I was tired when I went to bed, naked between the white sheets. And yet I had a hard time falling asleep. Images of Oliver, Sylvain and Alex whirred around behind my closed eyelids. Alex’s fingers gently touching the wound on my head. His straight nose. Sylvain’s deep, vibrating voice. Oliver’s muscles, making waves underneath his skin when he moved. Oliver’s strong, slim legs. Oliver’s fingers, handing me juicy peach wedges. Oliver’s dry, warm hand in mine. Oliver… I still hadn’t replied to his text. But I was going to.

         I turned over on my stomach, buried my face in the pillow and forced my eyes shut.

         The next morning, I woke when Sylvain knocked on my door. “There’s coffee in the kitchen. We’re leaving now.”

         “Merci!” I yelled back through the closed door.

         I took my time in the bathroom. My wound looked nice and clean, and the strip kept it shut. After a shower, I went into the kitchen with my phone and poured myself some coffee. I began my text to Oliver several times.

         Dear Oliver, nice to hear from you… No, that was too polite and impersonal.

         Hey! What a great idea! Should I just get on a train already…? Nah, too Cool Guy.

         In the end, I wrote:

         
            Dear Oliver. I was very happy to hear from you. Where do you want to meet up? I’m still in the South of France, but I can leave now. Looking forward to seeing you. Hugs from Clara.
      

         

         I pressed ‘Send’ and sipped my coffee. The kitchen floor was warm and rough underneath my feet, and my face bathed in the sunbeam coming in through the window. The sense of wellbeing I had felt the day before had returned.

         My phone pinged with another message:

         
            Gare de Lyon this afternoon? Can’t wait. Oliver.
      

         

         I felt my mouth stretching into a smile, and I almost laughed out loud from sheer happiness when I texted him back:

         
            I’ll let you know what time I can be there.
      

         

         I found a notepad next to the coffee machine and wrote a letter for Alex and Sylvain, thanking them for their hospitality. I included my number and wrote:

         
            Text me if you ever find yourselves in Denmark. I hope to see you again. Bisous, Clara.
      

         

         The roads of Avignon weren’t yet covered with tourists. It was possible, now, to see the beauty of the cobblestoned streets. I stopped by a bakery and bought a golden cinnamon roll with raisins. Its light and crispy crust and the sweet custard melted on my tongue as I made my way through the city, nodding at shopkeepers opening their stores.

         I picked up my suitcase and studied the timetable. It took about three hours on the TGV train to get to Gare de Lyon in Paris. I bought a ticket and a bottle of water, and then I was on my way to see Oliver. My seat was in a nearly empty compartment; the few people in there were on their phones and computers. One young woman was reading a novel.

         No one talked to each other. The peace seemed to do everyone well. This train ride was a break from life. An in-between place, a pause between two destinations. I had time to reflect on what I was leaving behind and what I was going towards. A question popped into my brain: If Oliver hadn’t texted me the night before, would I have slept with Alex or Sylvain? Or both? If yes, what did that say about me?

         The answer was yes. I would have. If Alex, Sylvain and I had stayed on that living room floor, I would’ve opened my arms to the summer evening. I would have let my finger travel down Alex’s straight nose and brushed the hair out of his eyes like he had brushed mine away from my wound earlier that day. I would’ve let my hand touch Sylvain’s firm butt, and I would’ve licked his perfect cupid’s bow. I wouldn’t have felt any shame about my desires. It would only be shameful if others made it so.

         But I didn’t feel ashamed of having gone on this adventure to explore pleasure.

         My desires were my own, and if I chose to share them with others then that was my choice. Sure, it could mean trouble if I shared my body left and right. Pregnancy, STIs… But those were practical problems that I could prevent. So, there was nothing wrong with me following my desires and seeing where they might take me. Right now, they let me to Oliver.

         I sighed, excited. My heart and my body were at peace, and my mind vibrated like a drawn bow. The man across from me heard me sighing and looked at me inquiringly. I smiled and closed my eyes.

         Somewhere between Lyon and Paris, when I was in the middle of a pleasant daydream about Oliver touching my neck, the train stopped abruptly. The sudden silence yanked me back to reality. I saw fields on both sides of the train, and there wasn’t an apparent reason for it stopping. I pulled out my phone to check the time.

         “Dammit,” I swore. I hadn’t charged it. I went through my bag, but my charger wasn’t there. The man across from me looked at me disapprovingly when I pulled down my suitcase. Soon, dirty underwear, a novel with crumbling pages and the inside of my toilet bag were spread everywhere. The charger was nowhere to be found. An image appeared in my mind. The image of my charger plugged in next to the bed I left in Marseille. It had been more than 24 hours since I last charged my phone.

         “Shit,” I cursed.

         I squinted at the man. He was holding a phone of a different brand than mine. Angry, I threw all my stuff back in the suitcase and shut it. I looked around the train compartment. Several people had their phones out. I thought about asking if anyone had the right charger and whether they would lend me theirs. But I abandoned the idea. My French wasn’t good enough. And everyone looked annoyed now, anyway, because of the train stopping and me bustling about.

         I sat down. The man across started talking on the phone. It sounded like he was explaining something to someone. He spoke fast and gestured out the windows like the person in the other end could see what he was seeing.

         I sank further down my seat, chewing my fingernail. I was stuck here with a dead phone and no way of knowing when the train would start up again. The fields outside the window were covered in green plants I didn’t know the name of. When I closed my eyes, I didn’t see the images of Oliver anymore. A stressful worry started creeping up on me instead. What if I got stuck here for so long that Oliver gave up on me?

         The train compartment was quiet, and it was getting warmer. Perhaps the aircon had stopped working, too? A scratchy French voice came through the speakers, followed by something in English, which was, nonetheless, unintelligible.

         I looked at the man across with raised eyebrows, trying to convey a question I couldn’t put into words.

         He shrugged and said “Pfftt!”. Then he said a bunch more. I thought I caught “generator” and “half an hour”, but I wasn’t sure. I nodded in thanks and sank further down my seat.

         The minutes passed slowly, and my anxiety just grew and grew. The waiting felt like hours.

         Then, without any warning, the train started moving again. I was the first ones out the door when we arrived at Gare de Lyon. I couldn’t see Oliver among all the tourists, families and school children in blue uniforms. My suitcase next to me, I just stood there as though I was paralysed, as everyone else got off the train and disappeared. Then I was alone. Cleaners stepped onto the train, and the conductor wandered past me towards the exit. Worry engulfed me, bad thoughts started circulating in my brain. I had no plan B.

         I bit my bottom lip.

         Then I saw Oliver. Long hair, straight back and a white shirt that made him light up. A distance of fifty meters from me, one which he closed with a series of long, quick steps.

         He stopped a few steps from me. His smile grew bigger like a flower unfolding.

         He jumped the last few steps and held me tight for a long time. I breathed in his smell, pressed my cheek against his chest.

         “You came,” he said.

         “Of course.” I looked up at him. Same grey eyes, same longish hair. Same big smile. “My phone…”

         He cupped my face and kissed me firmly om the mouth. “Come on. We’re in a hurry.”

         “Where are we going?” I asked.

         “We’re getting on the train to Brussels,” he said.

         Hand in hand we ran towards the luggage storage. Oliver got his suitcase, and our luggage bumped along after us as we ran.

         We were out of breath when we collapsed into a couple seats on the train. He had gotten us seats in first class, and it was like sitting in a sofa. Finally, I got a proper look at him. He was tanned and looked tired. His hair wasn’t as shiny as before, and he had bags under his eyes. He smiled at me with warmth, but the wrinkles around his eyes were more pronounced. He brushed my hair aside and studied my wound.

         “What happened?” he asked.

         “I was hit by a selfie stick,” I explained. “And put back together by a vet, who happened to see the incident. I’ll give you the details some other time.” Everything that happened with Alex and Sylvain seemed far away now.

         Oliver kissed me on the forehead. Then he took my hand and drew patterns in my palm with his thumb and kissed it. He kissed each of my fingers, one at a time, and then he turned my hand over and kissed the back of it. I studied his serious face.

         When he was done kissing my hand, he kissed my mouth, slowly and exploringly. My mouth followed his lead. He tasted clean. His lips were soft, and his tongue’s tickles sent a thunder of desire through my body. We looked each other in the eye. My hand was in his, my shoulder rested against his. His cheek rested on my head, and he breathed into my hair.

         We sat like that for a long time.

         “Come on,” he said, breaking the silence.

         “Where to?”

         “Just come,” he said.

         I raised my eyebrows. But I knew what was on his mind. We got up at the same time, and I followed him to the bathroom. I was relieved to see that it was clean and bigger than the ones on second class. I rested against the sink, and Oliver locked the door. The moment it clicked I knew there was no going back. Oliver touched my cheek and looked me deep in the eyes.

         “You want to?”

         “Yes.” I nodded. “Do you?”

         “You know I do,” he said.

         “Show me,” I said. My hand travelled down to the bulge in his pants. It was firm and warm, and he shuddered when I touched it.

         “Again,” he whispered.

         I repeated the motion, and he shuddered once more. His eyes were closed when I unbuttoned and unzipped. He was wearing black boxers underneath. I rested my hand against the thin fabric. He radiated heat. I drew little, light patterns with my fingertips. Oliver moaned.

         I pushed down his boxers and felt his naked skin. He was completely firm and aroused, warm and heavy in my hand. In fact, he fit perfectly in my hand, and the satin-like skin turned me on. My thumb found the thin skin on the back of the head. This movement made Oliver make a sound that was more grunt than moan, like he was trying to say something. I put my other hand on his lips.

         “Shh,” I told him. I wanted to toy with him, tease him, so that he couldn’t hold back. I wanted him to surrender to his desires. I wanted to make sure his lust was as big as mine – mine, which had made me come here all the way from Avignon.

         I moved my hand back and forth while Oliver moaned. Outside the frosted window, the world flew by and gave this whole encounter a rushed quality. Oliver moaned again and again and put his hand on top of mine to make me stop. But I wouldn’t let him. His fingers curled around mine.

         “Wait,” he gasped.

         I removed my hand. He kissed me hard and greedily on the lips until it almost hurt. I gasped and shoved his face out of the way.

         “Have you been thinking about me?” I asked.

         “Yes, and I’ve been dreaming about you,” Oliver replied. “I dreamt that you came to my bed in the night while I was sleeping.”

         “Seriously?”

         “Yes.” Oliver nodded. “Then I woke up, and I just wanted you. So I texted you.”

         Instead of replying, I turned around so that my back was to him. I was wearing the new panties from Avignon. Oliver’s hand ran down their smooth fabric before I pushed them down. They glided down my legs to my ankles. Oliver lifted my dress. He caressed my buttocks, and let a finger slide down from my tailbone to my crack. The finger continued down, in between my smooth layers, which opened to him. I was already wet, ready for him, and he knew it.

         I found his eyes in the mirror. His one hand was around his own sex, ready to penetrate me. The other one rested on top of my stomach over my dress. His fingers reached for my crotch, and I felt the sweet pressure of his little finger on my most sensitive spot. I closed my eyes and leaned against the sink to welcome him.

         A thrill voice in the speakers tore me out of the moment. I didn’t get the message, but Oliver did. He sighed and started getting dressed again.

         “Come on, we have to change trains.”

         “What?” I asked, confused.

         “We have to change trains in Brussels,” Oliver repeated. He zipped his pants and crouched down. I thought he was going to pull my panties up. But instead, he caressed my ankles.

         “Take them off,” he said.

         It took me a couple of seconds to understand where he was going with that. I stepped out of the panties. Oliver caught them before they hit the floor. Then he put them in his pocket. He squeezed my butt and pulled my dress back down. The thought of my underwear in Oliver’s pocket made blood rush to my face.

         All we had time for in the train station in Brussels was figuring out from which platform our train to Cologne departed. When we found our seats, the arousal from earlier had died down. For now. It lurked beneath the surface like an invisible tension.

         Oliver had gotten us first class seats again. A train attendant pushed a food trolley up the aisle. We asked for Champagne and some water, and the first sip of the fizzy wine made me relax. But it also made me light-headed.

         “I think I need to eat something,” I said.

         “Of course,” said Oliver. He got up and followed the train attendant and returned with fruit and peanuts.

         “There are certain advantages to traveling first class,” he said.

         “Do you always do that?” I asked.

         “No, there weren't two seats available next to each other anywhere else,” Oliver said smiling.

         “So, what's in Berlin?” I asked.

         “I'm moving there. Berlin or Denmark,” he said.

         “You don't know?” I asked.

         “I might be returning to Denmark, but I've always dreamed of living in Berlin. I'd like to really get to know it now.”

         “And you want me to do that with you?”

         “Yes.” Oliver didn't take his eyes off mine. They were neither demanding nor challenging. It was an open and honest look. We kept looking at each other like that for several long seconds. Then he turned his glance to the green fields outside the window.

         “I've always been the type of person who's gone where my ambitions led me, and it's served me well. But I must admit that it doesn’t make me happy anymore. Other things make me happy.”

         I nodded. Neither of us said anything.

         Then Oliver continued, “Then I met you, and I felt like it was easy to be happy when I was with you. That's why I texted.”

         I didn't know what to say.

         Oliver spoke in a low voice. “All I know is that I want you.”

         I nodded again. “And I want you.” Even though I'd promised myself to stand by my desires, I felt my cheeks go read, admitting how turned on he made me.

         Oliver leaned forward, his forehead resting against mine. His breath was a sweet, warm breeze against my lips. “You can have me.”

         “When?” I asked.

         Oliver laughed. “As soon as we're on a train for more than an hour at a time.”

         We stayed in our seats, resting and holding hands, his thigh pressed into mine. The train cut across Europe and I felt my soul digest Oliver's declaration. This wasn't some random meet-up. There was more at play. He was vulnerable. And I wanted to be vulnerable with him, I decided. I just needed to figure out how to. How to give him more than just my body. To give him me.

         “You walk your down own path. You’re on your own journey. That was the first thing that turned me on about you,” Oliver said suddenly.

         “Thank you,” was all I replied, but on the inside, I was smiling. Maybe being true to yourself wasn't that hard. I rubbed my nose against his shoulder, lifted my head and smiled at him. He smiled back.

         “We have to change trains again soon,” he said and kissed me on the nose.

         In Cologne, Oliver left me on the dark platform as he raced out to find us some food. He returned, out of breath and with a grocery bag in his arms.

         I sat down by the window in our six-person compartment and looked at my own reflection in the glass. Oliver rested his face against mine. His dark hair next to my lighter hair. His tanned face, my freckled nose. My blue eyes next to his grey, the same colour as the rocks on the beach by my parents' vacation house. When I saw us like that, framed by the window, I felt like we belonged together. We looked serious. I tilted my head back and licked his chin to ease the tension.

         Oliver rubbed his nose against my forehead and mumbled into my hair, “Remember, I have your panties in my pocket.”

         I giggled.

         We were supposed to arrive in Berlin at around eleven that night. The train cut through the night like an arrow. Shadows and streetlights appeared outside, then disappeared. Inside the compartment, Oliver and I were alone. He got up and drew the curtain on the door window. Then he locked the door. No one would disturb us now.

         Oliver sat down across from me. We looked in each other’s eyes. I reached out and touched his chest. I felt the steady beat of his heart beneath the thick fabric of his shirt. My hand moved slowly down towards his waistband where it paused. Then I pried my finger underneath. His skin was warm, and my fingers travelled further, finding refuge in a small and cosy cave. Oliver's breathing quickened. I looked up. His eyes were half-shut, and his mouth slack. Whatever tiredness I'd seen in his face earlier was gone. His face was smooth like he'd just awakened from a long nap.

         I unbuttoned his pants. Oliver held his breath and then let it out in a long sigh. His zipper was stubborn, but I managed to pull it down. Again, I put my hand on the warm, lively bulge underneath his clothes. I caressed the fabric and enjoyed hearing Oliver gasp. Discreetly, as though there were other people in the compartment, I took out his sex. It was warm and stretched out like a ripe piece of fruit that was about to burst. I bent my head and kissed the salty, smooth tip. Oliver moaned, but didn't move.

         In one quick movement, I straddled him. I pulled up my dress and covered our legs with it like a tent. He grabbed my hips and held on tight. I was naked underneath the dress, and I moved forward so that I could feel his arousal against my stomach. I held his sex and pressed it closer. His warm firmness tempted me. But I postposed the moment where we would interlock our bodies. Instead, I moved my hand down towards my own sex. My index finger found the spot that serves like a switch for my desire. Now, with Oliver was so close, I didn't have it in me to wait. By moving my finger in circular motions, I lured out my lust, until I couldn't take it anymore. Finally, I rose and lowered myself over him.

         Oliver moaned deeply and my gasp was loud, almost complaining. We both closed our eyes as I rocked back and forth in a rhythm aligning with that of the train. My inner sparks ignited, but it wasn't enough. I had to touch myself in order to heighten them, as they burned and blew up. When the sparks finally became a hot flame, hot, lustful lava started flowed all over my body and face. I couldn't stop myself from screaming as I moved on top of Oliver in hard, pumping thrusts.

         “Yes,” gasped Oliver. He hips thrust upwards to meet my movements. His fingers bore into my hips, and pressed his forehead against my shoulder. We were lost in each other, in our pleasure, as we were overcome with our swelling lust.

         Sweaty and out of breath, I leaned my forehead against his shoulder. Slowly, our breathing returned to normal, and his fingers eased their hold on my hips.

         Someone pulled at the door handle and we returned to reality. I got up from Oliver's lap and smoothed my dress. Oliver zipped and buttoned his pants and ran a hand through his hair. We exchanged smiles.

         I opened the door into the hallway, still not wearing my panties. Cool air made its way into the compartment, and our mixed juices, running down my thigh, felt cold against my skin. The train conductor was outside. Stone-faced, he asked for our tickets, and I felt my cheeks go red at the thought that he might know what had just happened.

         When he was gone, Oliver and I sat down next to each other. He smiled big. “Do you want your panties back?”

         “Yes, please.”

         He pulled them out of his pocket. They looked like a crumpled up rose laying there in his hand. He kneeled in front of me. Gently, he lifted my right foot and kissed my leg. He pulled my panties up to my knees, stopping because I was sitting down. He caressed my thighs. His thumb graced my lap, brushing the short hairs. He kissed both my knees and looked me in the eye.

         “You don't actually need these panties, do you?”

         I shook my head. Oliver pulled them back down, stuffed them back in his pocket, and sat down next to me again.

         He handed me the bag of snacks he'd gotten in Cologne. Inside were a bottle of Prosecco, some water, grapes and crackers.

         “That's all I had time to buy,” Oliver apologised and pulled out two plastic cups.

         “That's fine,” I said.

         Oliver handed me a glass of the bubbly wine. We toasted. It felt fresh and cool on my tongue.

         He took my hand in his. “Soon, we'll be in a hotel bed in Berlin.”

         “Yes,“ I whispered.

         “Naked together in a giant bed.” Oliver moved his hand further up my arm. He grazed the sensitive skin on the inner side of my elbow, and it sent a shudder through my body.

         “Yes,” I whispered again. “I want to feel your hands all over my body. All over.”

         Oliver drew his head closer to mine. “Yes,” he mumbled. His hand travelled further, up to my neck and down my back. I felt like he was trying to get to know every centimetre of my body.

         When his hand met the back of my seat, it stopped. His fingertips grazed my round buttocks. Their soft pressure against my skin was a promise of what was to come, a promise of endless pleasure.

         We sat like that for a long time. Eating and drinking. The round, firm grapes were like explosions of juice in my mouth, and I ate them greedily. For many kilometres, we sat in total silence, excited about what lay ahead.

         The night was dark and warm when we got off the train in Berlin. We stood on the platform, our luggage by our feet, and smiled at each other.

         “Come on, let's find a taxi,” Oliver said.

         I nodded and grabbed my suitcase.

         We got on the escalator, and Oliver put his hand on my lower back. The warm evening air blew around my naked sex. I spread my legs further apart to better feel it.

         This was going to be good. So very good.
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         Noëlle really didn’t feel like going shopping in December, joining the thousands of people who were desperately looking to buy their last Christmas gifts – just like she was. Why did she never learn? Every year she promised herself that she would buy all her Christmas gifts by the end of November so that she could spend the rest of December watching everyone else as they stressed to get everything ready in time for the holidays. In this scenario, all she would have to do would be to cheer people on and host a Christmas party or two. And yet here she was again. It was the last Saturday before Christmas, and it was her last chance to buy Christmas gifts for all her family.

         What if she could only find one gift that they would all enjoy? If she had liked her family a little bit less, she would have bought herself a trip abroad to somewhere sunny and warm and told everyone that her gift to them was not having to deal with her during the holidays. But unfortunately, she liked her family way too much to do something like that.

         Noëlle put on her coat – the coat that she had bought herself for Christmas – wrapped a scarf around her neck and slipped her feet into her warm boots before heading out into the cold. Just like every year, she knew that her procrastinated Christmas shopping would burn a big hole in her pocket as she approached the mall. Her plan was to take the escalator up to the top floor and work her way down through the mall – store by store. Hopefully, she would have her hands full of shopping bags by the time she reached the exit on the ground floor.

         ‘Ho, ho, ho’, chuckled a man dressed like Santa as she passed through the entrance doors. He was dressed in red and wore a fake beard that looked surprisingly realistic. Behind him there was an armchair for anyone who wanted to take a selfie with Santa Claus.

         ‘Hi there,’ laughed Noëlle when he tried to take her hand.

         ‘Have you been a good girl this year?’ he continued.

         ‘Not really.’ Noëlle probably hadn’t been worse than most people, but she thought to herself that she would put off her review of the year until she sat down to come up with New Year's resolutions for the next one. Then she realised that she had broken every single resolution that she had come up with last year.

         ‘Well, well… so you’ve been a bad girl?’ He gave her a stern look and waved his finger in her face before bursting out in contagious laughter.

         ‘Only when I had to be,’ Noëlle said and took a couple of steps towards the escalator.

         ‘Did you send your letter to Santa?’

         ‘No, I totally forgot about that this year.’

         ‘It’s not too late though.’

         ‘I think I might actually be a bit too late,’ she laughed. ‘That’s why I have to take care of all this by myself.’

         Noëlle turned her back to Santa and went on with her shopping. Although she knew that her mum and dad deserved more than what she had bought them, she felt pretty happy with herself when she headed for the entrance again two hours later.

         ‘Ho, ho, how did you do?’ Santa said.

         ‘Pretty good, as you can see. Now I just have to get all this stuff home.’

         ‘It’s your lucky day.’

         ‘Oh yeah? And why is that? Did I win free home delivery?’

         ‘Exactly! I finish my shift now, so I can help you get those bags home.’ He looked at her again through his thick glasses. Then he lifted up his beard and reviewed a wide smile and a charming dimple in his chin.

         ‘Lucky me,’ said Noëlle. ‘Do you want me to wait here while you change?’

         ‘What do you mean? This is me.’ He winked at her and reached for Noëlle’s shopping bags.

         Noëlle wasn’t going to argue. If Mr. Santa wanted to help her carry her bags home, she would gladly accept his offer. She had some mulled wine at home and last weekend she had even baked some ginger bread cookies – using her grandmother’s old recipe. She definitely deserved a break after all the shopping, and she was sure that her little helper would also be thirsty when they got back to her place.

         Her flat wasn’t very far away but it was on the top floor and the elevator had been broken for more than a week. She insisted on carrying half of the bags up the stairs but Santa was stubborn and before Noëlle had managed to convince him, they had arrived at her door.

         ‘Come on in,’ she said after she had opened the door and taken a step to the side.

         ‘Thanks!’ he said and stepped into the hallway.

         ‘My name is Noëlle,’ she said as she took her coat off. ‘Should I call you Santa, or do you have a name?’

         ‘Eric,’ he said and looked relieved when he could finally put the bags down.

         ‘Nice to meet you, Eric, and thanks for all the help. Can I offer you anything to drink? Some mulled wine?’

         ‘That would be lovely, thanks. Is it okay if I take some of these clothes off?’

         ‘Of course, feel free to take off that hat,’ Noëlle laughed. ‘Wait, let me help you.’ She walked up to him and he took off his hat and gave it to her. She put it on the hat rack. When she finally managed to get his beard off she was surprised. She had noticed his brown eyes before but she hadn’t expected a head full of curly, brown hair under the hat. His mouth was plump and it looked like he was smiling, even when he wasn’t. And he looked at her in a way that she definitely hadn’t noticed in the mall. His eyes radiated something that mirrored exactly what she was feeling.

         She didn’t even try to pull away when he kissed her. His lips were warm and sensual, shy and excited, careful and horny. Maybe he didn’t taste like Christmas, but he tasted of the same excitement that she always felt before the holiday season. When their tongues met, his tongue deep in her mouth and her tongue deep in his, she couldn’t contain herself any longer.

         Noëlle started undressing Santa, whose clothes were made out of peculiar materials but not very hard to get off. The coat was tied loosely with a belt around his waist and his trousers were held up by an elastic band. Eric had already kicked off his black boots and Noëlle pulled his trousers off together with his socks. Her hands wandered all over his body and she felt how strong his muscles were and how hot the walk from the mall had made him.

         ‘Maybe I should shower first?’ Eric said and looked embarrassed when he realised how sweaty his back was.

         ‘I don’t think so,’ Noëlle said. ‘Of course you can, if you want to. But I like you just like this, warm and worked up.’

         ‘I guess I can always shower after.’ He smiled, no longer embarrassed.

         ‘Exactly, you can shower while I heat up the mulled wine.’ She looked down at his boxer shorts. They were covered in Christmas trees and Santas. ‘I see you’re not the type who really commits to what he’s doing.’

         ‘Just wait and you’ll see for yourself.’ He kissed her again and slipped his hand in under her shirt, up over her belly button and towards her breasts.

         ‘I guess I’m kinda sweaty too,’ she said and pulled her shirt over her head before Eric could do anything about it.

         Eric massaged her breasts through the white lace bra – sensually and just hard enough to make Noëlle’s nipples stiffen.

         She put her hands on his ass and enjoyed how firm it felt under his cotton boxers as she hugged him close. His boner was nearly slipping out of his shorts and Noëlle was just about to free it when Eric unbuttoned her trousers and pulled them down over her ass. She managed to take them off along with her knickers while he unbuttoned her bra. Then she pulled his boxers down carefully without hurting the gnome inside of them.

         His erection pressed against her vulva. She pressed her breasts against him and tightened her grip around his buttocks. He responded by doing the same.

         ‘Do you have more rooms in this flat, or do you sleep in the hallway?’ Eric bent down and took one of her nipples in his mouth, then he sucked on it and nibbled it carefully.

         ‘Don’t you like it here?’ Noëlle asked. ‘I actually like that it’s not very big.’

         ‘You have a point, I like it. It’s cosy. But I was thinking that you might have something softer to lie on than the floor.’

         ‘Lie?’ Noëlle said and acted innocent.

         ‘Or kneel.’ Eric knelt on the floor and kissed her between her legs. He licked further and further in, all the way to her clitoris, and then he let the tip of his tongue circle around it. He tasted her until her knees trembled.

         ‘I have a bedroom too,’ Noëlle whispered. ‘Come on!’

         Eric stood up and followed her. She hadn’t made her bed before she left for the mall but she didn’t have time to apologise for it. Noëlle sat down in the bed and spread her legs. Eric kneeled in front of her and found her clit with his tongue again. He licked her deeper and deeper – drank her juices – while she moaned and buried her fingers in his hair to pull him closer, deeper. Santa Claus was doing well, he was very service-minded and helpful indeed. Soon she could feel her vagina contract and she knew that she was getting close to climax. Noëlle screamed out her orgasm and when she looked down on Eric’s wet mouth, it was smiling at her.

         ‘Get on all fours,’ Noëlle said. ‘Now it’s my turn.’

         ‘On all fours?’ asked Eric, probably thinking that she was going to get on her back underneath him, but he couldn’t have been more wrong. For now, at least.

         Instead, Noëlle got on her knees behind him and gripped his firm buttocks. They were covered in dark hair and the hair continued to grow into his crack. Noëlle loved hairy asses and she especially loved hairy cracks. Now it was her turn to lick Eric, to stick her tongue into his crack. The muskiness was wonderful, and licking Eric further and further in almost made her cum again. The tip of her tongue was eager to reach his anus, she wanted to taste him – wanted to feel his anus hug her tongue as she squeezed it in.

         Eric moaned and moved his hips back and forth, but not too fast for Noëlle to do what she wanted. He liked it. She could feel how much he liked what she was doing. She could hear how much he loved it. She spread his buttocks with her hands to reach all the way in and she licked him deeper and deeper, wondering how long he would be able to take it without cumming. Noëlle had a quick look at saw that Eric was holding his cock, without moving his hand. Still, she realised that it was time to do what he had first expected. She got on her back underneath him and let him eat her pussy again while she licked his perineum for a while before taking one of his balls in her mouth. She sucked hard and managed to fit the other testicle in her mouth too. She squeezed his balls against each other and sucked as Eric’s tongue was taking her closer and closer to another orgasm,

         Noëlle loved his asshole and balls, but now she couldn’t resist any longer. She moved down until her mouth was just underneath the head of his penis. She licked a drop of pre-cum from the big and swollen tip of his penis and then she took the whole, shiny head in her mouth. Damn, it felt good. He tasted so delicious and he filled her mouth completely. But she wanted more and pressed the shaft into her mouth until the head reached all the way down into her throat. She sucked his cock slowly and loved the sound of his sighing and moaning.

         Eric kept licking her. He had three fingers inside of her pussy now and they were pushing further and further in as his tongue played with her clitoris. Noëlle sucked Eric’s cock as hard as she dared, for as long as she dared, before she decided to take a break, just a short one. She got on her knees and told Eric to get on his back. When she straddled him a wide smile spread across his lips and when she guided his red head towards her pussy, he had to focus to hold back the orgasm. Noëlle adjusted the speed when she lowered herself down. She slowly let him penetrate her, past the G-spot, deeper and deeper, until she could feel his swollen testicles press against her ass.

         Then she sped up. She couldn’t wait any longer, she had to ride him, had to feel his hard cock reach all the way in. Eric’s hands were on her hips as she fucked him and he lifted up his ass to meet her movements. They moved together, fucked each other, harder and harder and harder.

         Noëlle sighed loudly when she came again and Eric let out a guttural moan when he came and emptied his sperm inside of her. Their whole bodies tensed up and they kept moving for a couple of seconds more before Noëlle collapsed on top of Eric.

         She didn’t know for how long they stayed like that, when she finally rolled off of him or who fell asleep first.

         When she woke up after a while, he was gone.

          
      

         Noëlle felt disappointed. She wasn’t sure what she had expected, to suddenly become Mrs. Claus? Not really! All the other adults in her family had settled down years ago and urged her to do the same. Maybe she had hoped that she wouldn’t have to show up alone for once.

         She glanced at her watch and realised that it was almost eight PM. She was starting to get hungry but didn’t feel like cooking. Maybe she had something in her freezer? They hadn’t even gotten to the mulled wine that she had promised him. Noëlle wondered what had been so important that he couldn’t stick around. Or maybe it was just a classic hit-and-run date where the guy left as soon as he had gotten his way. She was pretty sure that he hadn’t left because he was disappointed with how she had repaid him for helping her with her bags, but still…

         When the doorbell rang, Noëlle had just gotten out of the shower where she had noticed that Eric had at least had time to shower before he left. She wrapped a robe around herself and walked over to the door.

         ‘Have you had a lot of Christmas food this year?’ the Santa on the door step asked.

         ‘Not very much at all, actually,’ Noëlle said. ‘But I’m planning to – on Christmas Eve.’ Noëlle stepped aside and let Eric in. He carried two bags of food in his hands.

         ‘The thing is that I haven't had much Christmas food this year, and I don’t really think that I will eat much more either. So I thought I would take a chance and see if you wanted to eat some with me?’

         ‘What? You don’t have plans on Christmas Eve?” The thought was absurd to Noëlle, but she obviously understood that not everybody had a family to celebrate with.

         ‘Sure I do, but it doesn’t include much Christmas food. I work the lunch shift at the soup kitchen where we hand out a bunch of Christmas food to the homeless, so I’m normally pretty tired in the afternoon. I normally bring a ham sandwich home from lunch and eat it with a beer and a shot, then I fall asleep like a baby.’

         Eric’s Christmas plans didn’t surprise Noëlle. She wondered if he was even getting paid for his gig as a mall Santa, or if he had volunteered.

         ‘If I eat with you tonight, do you think I can convince you to come celebrate Christmas with me and my family after you are done with your lunch shift? We usually make gingerbread houses. Mostly the kids of course, but the adults take part too.’

         ‘I think I could do that,’ Eric said and followed Noëlle as she walked into the kitchen. ‘So, you have a kitchen too?’

         ‘Unfortunately, I’m no master chef. So your food delivery really saves the day.’

          
      

         After feasting on the Christmas food and desserts and having one too many shots, Noëlle felt like she needed help getting back to the bed. She hadn’t been this full in a long time and she knew she would have to spend a lot of time at the gym to pay for this and the food that she knew her dad was preparing for Christmas Eve.

         Eric rubbed his belly and sighed. ‘Tomorrow I won’t need to stuff my Santa costume with a pillow.’

         ‘And if you need a break, I can always cover for you,’ said Noëlle and rubbed her belly too.

         They supported each other and made a dramatic move to the sofa.

         ‘My, my, my Mrs. Claus, you have really cooked up a feast.’

         ‘Well, Mr. Claus, you were the one who brought all the food.’

         ‘Yes, you are right.’ Eric laughed. ‘So now maybe it is Mrs. Claus’s turn to bring me a little treat?’

         ‘Of course I will repay Santa for his generosity. But I’m not sure what he could want?’ Noëlle pretended to not notice Eric’s hands that were slowly moving from his belly to his crotch.

         ‘I think Mrs. Claus must be very tired from all the food, if she can’t figure out what I want. Come here!’

         Noëlle walked towards Eric and he placed a hand behind her neck. He pulled his pants down with the other hand, lifting his ass off the sofa slightly to be able to pull them all the way down to his ankles. He wasn’t sure if it was because of all the Christmas food or her company, but Eric was ready for more. Noëlle followed his lead and took his red, swollen cock in her mouth. She started to suck him slowly, she took the big head of his penis deep inside her mouth – sliding it against the roof of her mouth and down into her throat.

         His pre-cum tasted different. She wasn’t sure if it was the alcohol or all the food, but she liked it. She wanted to taste more of him, wanted to feel his sperm in her mouth. Eric didn’t seem to mind that she kept sucking. On the contrary, his moans grew louder and louder. He stroked her head but left her in control of the pace. She took him deeper and sucked more intensely – but not too hard. The inside of her cheeks massaged his sensitive cock and she licked the little crack where the head met the banjo string. As Noëlle took him even deeper, Eric moved his hips slowly and met her movements as his buttocks slid back and forth against the sofa.

         Noëlle hadn’t expected yet another dessert, but she wouldn’t miss this one for the world. Eric moaned louder and louder and moved faster and faster. Now she sucked him hard. Now she wanted him to empty his sperm into her mouth. She wanted to taste him, needed to taste him. She felt how close he was so when he screamed out his orgasm, she was ready for his load and sucked and swallowed. She loved it.

         ‘There you go, Mrs. Claus. That wasn’t so hard now, was it?’ Eric laughed at her and pulled her up towards his face so that he could kiss her. ‘Wow, you taste delicious.’

         ‘It’s the finest Christmas brew’, Noëlle answered him. ‘I made it myself.’

         ‘You must have used very exclusive ingredients.’

         ‘Nothing but the best. Come here, Santa, let me show you how it’s made.’ Noëlle took off the red track pants that she had picked out to match Eric’s outfit. She had offered him a change of clothes but couldn’t find anything in his size. Also, the Santa outfit was really comfortable.

         She buried a hand in Eric’s curls and pulled him closer. It was obvious that he was curious about what she wanted to show him and he followed her instructions without hesitation. Noëlle flinched when she felt his tongue against her clitoris and when the tip of her tongue started playing with it, she started shaking. As he licked her pussy, she played with his hair and leaned back to let him do his thing. She was taken over by the pleasure and couldn’t wait for what was coming next, but she still savoured every moment and let the slightest movement turn her on – light her fire and her pussy – before the orgasm washed over her like a wave, just like it did every time.

         Noëlle moaned and then her whole body contracted as she came. Eric kept licking her, he drank her juices until she couldn't take it anymore. Now it was her turn to pull him up to her face and then they just sat there next to each other, catching their breaths.

         ‘If you want to, I can come with you and help out at the soup kitchen,’ she suggested. ‘Then we can get ready together and go to my parents’ house.’

         “Are you sure? Don’t you want to spend the whole day with your family?”

         ‘I’m sure it will be fine as long as we get there after lunch.’ Also, Noëlle thought to herself, Eric is just the gift that is missing under Christmas tree this year. Maybe now her family would finally be satisfied.
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         As I run, the snow makes my thin cotton shoes soaking wet. I run and I laugh. I have made a complete fool out of myself, but at least now they have something to talk about. When I reach the edge of the forest, I sit down on a rock to catch my breath. I can feel the snow melting under me. It is making my dress wet, but I don’t care. I look back at the church from which I have just escaped – the church where the wedding party is still going on.

         They will be fine without me. It’s my friend’s wedding – not mine. It doesn’t make the situation less embarrassing, but I had no choice. I hope that she will be able to look back at this one day and laugh – just like I do – but it will probably take a while before Wilda can see that what I did was actually pretty funny. I did cause a scandal, after all.

          
      

         Wilda had been my best friend since school, and she had finally found Mr. Right.

         The man of her dreams was smart and kind, and the complete opposite to the men I would normally fall for, which in itself was an accomplishment. While we were still in school together, Wilda never had time to fall for someone before I had already slept with them.

         Wilda and Caspar came from the same little town up north and we always joked about the fact that they both had to move to the capital to meet each other. So, although they both wanted to live in the city, they had decided to get married back in their hometown. As the bride’s best friend, I had travelled up north about a week before the wedding to help out.

         It had been a grey, foggy and dark Monday morning when I boarded the train in the capital, but as the train travelled further north, the dullness of the city was replaced by white snow, blue skies and black tree trunks.

         When I stepped out of the train the air was fresh and I instantly felt calmer. This was something that I realised every time I left the capital, but as soon as I got back home, I always forgot about it and went back to wondering how people could ever want to live outside the city.

         Completely unaware of what was about to happen, I looked for Wilda until I spotted her in her little red car. She smiled at me and I walked towards her with open arms.

         ‘Welcome!’ she said and smiled as I hugged her.

         ‘So, this is where you guys come from?’

         ‘Well…’ she said and hesitated. She knew that I had already travelled for more than six hours and she was probably very aware of what my reaction would be when she gave me the news. ‘Actually, we need to drive for a bit to get there,’ she finally said. I rolled my eyes dramatically before I sighed and put my bags in the boot of the car.

         ‘But first we are trying on dresses,’ she said, after locking the car.

         We walked for a while to get from the train station to the wedding store, and I took the chance to ask her about the plan for the week.

         ‘Caspar and Felix have planned everything already, all we have to do is ride along, really.’

         I flinched when I heard a name I had never heard before. I thought I knew everyone in Wilda’s family. ‘Who is Felix?’

         ‘Caspar’s brother.’ She glanced at me. ‘Can you promise you won’t do anything stupid while you’re here?’

         ‘What do you mean?’ I said, although I knew exactly what she meant.

         ‘Just don’t do what you always do.’

         I acted offended. ‘Do you really think that I would sleep with anyone?’

         ‘Well, sometimes,’ she said teasingly.

         ‘I promise I won’t try to seduce anyone at your wedding. Okay?’

         She just laughed. At that point, I had no idea how hard it would be to keep that promise.

          
      

         We finished, and were about to meet Caspar and Felix at the town square. It was a lot colder here than in the capital and I urged Wilda to walk faster to get to the warm car. But when I saw the man next to Caspar, I completely froze.

         I found myself staring into the man’s dark and intense eyes. Felix had caught me off guard and when he presented himself and reached his hand out to me, I couldn’t remember my own name. The heat from his hand sent jolts of happiness throughout my body. It felt like I was filled with champagne.

         ‘Anja,’ I finally said awkwardly. I could hear how insecure I sounded. I was exhausted after the long trip and I was sure it showed on my face.

         He let go of my hand and Caspar hugged me. Felix was Caspar’s best man, which meant that he would be around for the rest of the week. My heart skipped a beat when I realised it, but then I forced myself to calm down.

         I reminded myself of what I had promised Wilda, but as soon as he looked at me again, I forgot. His eyes contained a joy that I had never seen in any man before. Even if Felix was a couple of years younger than the rest of us, it was clear that he was a man. He had stubble that was dark and trimmed to perfection. The contours underneath his white T-shirt told me that he took care of his body. It wasn’t ripped, but it would definitely get the job done.

         This stud could probably go for a while before getting tired, I thought to myself and bit my lip. I hadn’t promised Wilda that I wouldn’t fantasise, and I was sure Felix would visit me in my dreams later.

         I was so obsessed with this man’s appearance that I found it hard to focus on the conversation. But I did pick up on the fact that the four of us would have to drive for about one hour and thirty minutes to get home. Felix and I were probably going to end up in the back seat. I blushed just thinking about it.

         Wilda’s car was small and, just as I had thought, Caspar got into the front seat next to her. Somehow, the back seat made you want to lean in to get more room, and both me and Felix sat with one hand on the middle seat to keep our balance. Now and again, there was a bump in the road that made the old car jump. Every time it happened, our hands moved closer together. We didn’t look at each other, but the air between us was electric.

         One final bump closed the gap between our hands, and I felt that tingling sensation shoot through my body again. He kept talking with the couple in the front of the car as he slowly interlocked his little finger with mine. The movement was so slow that I wasn’t sure if I had imagined it at first. The microscopic movement sent a wave of excitement through my body.

         ‘I need to pick up the kids after this,’ Felix told his brother. I flinched. He had children. Plural. He was probably married. This wasn't good.

         I moved my hand away and looked out the window.

         ‘How does it work to be alone with them this week when you are helping us?’ Caspar asked.

         Alone? I realised that I might have judged him too quickly. He was a single dad. With a newfound respect for his appearance, I threw a glance his way. His profile was sharp against the sun that was slowly setting behind the snow-covered landscape.

         I reminded myself again that I could look but not touch, but I was pretty sure that my week in the countryside would be more fun than I had imagined.

          
      

         When Tuesday afternoon came, Wilda’s stress had rubbed off on me and I felt a sudden need to get away from her for a while. I put my boots on and stepped out on the front porch. The cold winter wind felt freezing against my naked arms. I rubbed them to try to get warm and suddenly I heard the door open and close behind me.

         ‘Did you have enough?’ My body reacted to Felix’s voice and a warm sensation spread in my diaphragm.

         ‘Well, kind of,’ I said and leaned against the railing, still with my back turned against him. I instantly regretted my move. The wooden railing was not dry as I had hoped, but covered in a thin layer of ice. I didn’t want to look stupid so I decided to fight the impulse to jump away and kept my arm against the ice. In a way, it cooled off my nerves.

         ‘I get that it’s stressful to plan a wedding,’ I continued. ‘I just wish that there was something more I could do to help. To get them to calm down a bit.

         Felix took a step closer to me. Although I had my back turned against him, I could sense where he was. As he took another step towards me, I could feel the heat of his body next to mine.

         He wrapped his coat closer around him. ‘Aren’t you cold?’

         ‘Yes,’ I laughed and glanced at him.

         ‘Do you want to go inside?’

         ‘Soon.’ I wanted to cool down a bit and I didn’t mind having Felix to myself for a while. Look but don’t touch, I reminded myself.

         ‘Maybe we could cook for them?’ he said after a while.

         ‘A romantic dinner for the two of them,’ I added. We started planning and our conversation quickly turned excited and secretive. Without telling anyone about our plans, we took the car and headed to the grocery store.

         We talked and talked about the upcoming dinner and soon enough, we were laughing and giggling in a vibrant conversation that made it feel completely natural to touch each other. It would have all felt very friendly if it weren’t for the looks he gave me, and if my body hadn’t reacted like it did every time he said my name.

         My body filled with a growing sense of frustration that was about to tear down all my resistance. He knew that I was looking at him, that I wanted him. It must have been obvious, but his smile and his beautiful eyes told me the same thing as they had told me a thousand times already.

          
      

         It was obvious as soon as we started working together in the kitchen that I had totally forgotten about my promise to Wilda. If I had been in the kitchen with anyone else, I would have found it too cramped. Now it was cosy. To be close to him excited me and his scent lit a fire in my body.

         While I was trimming the meat, far too busy to get out of the way, he tried to pass behind me. He placed a hand on my lower back and walked by, way closer than he had to. I felt his breath in the back of my neck and his hand lingered for a moment.

         Before he removed his hand, he let it slide down slightly, almost unnoticeably. If I hadn’t wanted him to touch me as much as I did, I could easily have thought that his discreet hand movement had been a mistake. But now I knew that he was implicitly asking me if it was okay that he touched my ass.

         All I wanted to do was to tell him to keep going. I gave him a shy smile in return before I realised what I was doing and turned my attention back to the food.

         Do not seduce the groom’s brother! This became my mantra the rest of the afternoon, but when we left the love birds to enjoy their romantic dinner, we found ourselves alone on the front porch again – in the dark this time.

         Felix started to laugh. ‘I think we forgot that we need to eat too.’ His laughter was contagious and made me laugh too. ‘Do you want to join me for dinner at my place?’

         Horrified by how much my body wanted to go with him, I forced myself to decline his offer. As I watched him shrug his shoulders, get into his car and leave, I couldn’t believe that I actually managed to stay true to my word this time. The fact that we probably wouldn’t have been alone at his place didn’t hit me until I got back to my room in the converted barn. He had kids and they were probably at his place, where else would they be?

         Hungry and frustrated, I lay down on my bed and closed my eyes. Memories from the day flashed before my eyes. Felix’s eyes, smile and scent. His laughter. His hand on my lower back, slowly sliding downwards. In my imagination, his hand kept moving down over my buttocks. He pinched my ass and the surprise and desire made me jump.

         My whole body was full of excitement and it felt like every cell turned into fizzy champagne.

         I turned towards him, suddenly with no clothes on. His gaze moved from my breasts to my stomach, and further down. His hands took over when his eyes weren’t enough. Gentle fingers over my skin, fingertips that made my nipples hard. Hands that explored the soft curves of my body. The fizzy champagne turned into soap bubbles that burst.

         My hands turned into his hands. They wandered up along my thighs until they found… my jeans that were in the way. Frustrated, I fought the zipper. I pulled my tight jeans down and, as I had been interrupted anyway, I decided to get my vibrator which I had placed next to me in the bed.

         Where was I?

         Felix’s hand on the insides of my thighs, gently fondling my swollen lips. All my pent-up horniness was released and my clitoris was a hard bud that screamed to be touched. The thought of his hands and his tongue filled me with pleasure.

         In my imagination, I undressed him and his body was perfect: no hair or unnecessary fat, but still not too fit. His rock-hard erection pulsated with desire when I closed my hand around it and guided it into the right place.

         My own touch combined with the fantasy and the vibrator that had now found its way inside of me made the fizzy champagne return with double strength. But this time it was something else, something deeper.

         His body against mine, his thrusts – deeper and deeper into me. His eyes, filled with desire.

         I didn’t want the fantasy to end but I knew my body too well and I knew it was impatient. I couldn’t stop the orgasm. Waves of pleasure washed over my body and the joyful, tickling feeling filled me and spread all the way to my fingertips.

         Shamelessly, I lay naked on top of the bed with the penis substitute still inside of me, panting and trying to catch my breath. That I had just given in to my desires would make the rest of the week so much harder to handle, but there and then, I did not care. I had found a way to get rid of the frustration and, as long as it worked, I would continue.

          
      

         For the rest of the week I would simply try to avoid Felix as much as possible, without telling Wilda why. I will not fall for the temptation, I tried to tell myself. At least not before the wedding. Two single people were attracted to each other, Wilda couldn’t possibly mind?

         On Thursday, Wilda and I had been sitting in the living room all day, making small bundles of cloth filled with rice, tied together with silk ribbons. My back was sore from sitting down all day and suddenly I heard what sounded like children laughing out on the courtyard.

         ‘That must be Felix’s kids,’ Wilda said happily. ‘Come on.’ She dragged me to the hallway and, after putting on thermal pants, a jacket, hat and gloves, I followed her outside and found Felix and Caspar in the middle of a snowball fight. They had created teams with the kids and it looked like they were having a great time. I gave Wilda a mischievous look before we both joined a team.

         I teamed up with Caspar and Felix’s daughter and together we built a wall that we could hide behind. While we were planning our attack, Wilda and Felix attacked us, with Felix’s son close behind.

         We laughed and tried to escape, but before I knew it, a snowball hit me hard in the side. The cold from the little ball made me shiver and I stopped to try to figure out who had thrown it. Just as I turned around, Felix put his arms around me and picked me up.

         I screamed and laughed but stopped abruptly when he threw me down in the freezing cold snow. I wasn’t sure if he actually lost his balance or if it was all his plan all along, but he ended up on top of me with his arms wrapped around me.

         We could still hear the war around us, but it was as if someone had turned the volume down. All I could hear was my own heartbeat and his breath. His face was so close to mine that our noses would rub against each other if I moved a millimetre.

         ‘I’m sorry, are you okay?’ he asked, but I knew what he really meant. The question, if this was okay, rang in my ears. I knew I should say no, but I couldn’t. Instead, I nodded and he smiled at me and gave me a quick kiss on the mouth before he got up again.

         It took me by surprise and shocked, I stayed on the ground. Memories from the day before washed over me like a tidal wave. The wave washed away all the walls that I had built up. Now, looking back on it, I know that was the moment I was lost, but there and then, I tried my best to tell myself that I was in control.

          
      

         That Friday, a couple of Wilda’s best childhood friends and I had planned a bachelorette party. The plan I had first made in the capital hadn’t worked out, as none of it was possible in the countryside. But I think the bride liked it anyway.

         First, we had given her a couple of maps that took her to important locations from her childhood. When we arrived at each location, one of her friends shared a memory connected to the place. The activity taught me quite a lot about Wilda, and we made her cry more than once.

         Since I didn’t have any stories connected to this town, I had been given the responsibility to arrange dinner. Maybe talking in front of an audience wasn’t my favourite thing, but it went okay after a couple of glasses of wine. I made the speech that I had really wanted to make during the reception dinner, but I knew it was better suited for the bachelorette party.

         Everyone was in a great mood after the speech and the slightly awkward vibe that had been there between me and the rest of the girls was gone. The evening was a success, but as the wedding was the day after the party, we decided to call it a night pretty early. The bride needed her beauty sleep.

         I called a taxi for me and Wilda, and, after I had helped her get into bed, I walked to my room in the other building. For a brief moment, I thought about the fact that Caspar’s bachelor party was probably still going on.

         When I had just brushed my teeth, I got a text message. It was from Felix.

         ‘Was it a successful night?’

         ‘Yes, very. And your night?’ I replied. He replied to my text before I had even put my phone down.

         ‘Yeah, I guess. It was a bit too lame for my taste.’

         ‘So no strippers, I assume?’

         ‘It’s not really Caspar’s cup of tea. But I really thought that you would arrange something like that.’

         ‘Not at the bachelorette party. The only stripping taking place today is the stripping I’m doing right now.’ I sent it before I had the chance to change my mind.

         ‘Can I see?’

         His reply sent a jolt of excitement through my body and the anticipation made me careless.

         I wish I could blame the alcohol, but the truth was that I wanted him badly.

         ‘I guess you better come over here if you want to see,’ I wrote and pressed send. I looked around the room, straightened out the bed and hid some dirty laundry.

         I heard a quiet knock on my door and I went to open it. His hair was a mess and his tie was untied around his neck. There had obviously been more drinks at the bachelor party than at the bachelorette party.

         ‘Hi,’ I breathed softly.

         ‘Hi yourself. Can I come in?’

         I opened the door slightly and told him to get in and sit down on the bed. It was the only place to sit in the room. He smiled at me and sat down. Then he looked at me and raised one of his eyebrows as if he had just asked me something. I closed the door behind him and bit my lip.

         ‘I was just going to bed. Do you want to join me?’

         ‘I would love to.’

         Everything felt so easy, so right.

         ‘But I can’t sleep in this.’ My voice was thick with desire and I ran my hands along my tight silk dress. When my hands reached my chest, I caressed my breasts lightly before my fingers wandered down to the hem of the dress.

         Felix swallowed and leaned back on the bed, holding himself up with his hands. The bulge in his pants told me that he wanted this just as much as I did.

         Incredibly slowly, I pulled the dress up along my legs until he caught a glimpse of my lace knickers.

         ‘I think you’ll have to help me with the zipper in the back.’

         He stood up right away and walked up behind me. He placed one hand on my hip and stroked me gently along my neck and shoulder with the other. I tilted my head to the side to give him better access to my neck. He kissed me all the way from my collarbone up to my ear and his lips felt electric on my skin.

         I listened as he stopped kissing me and pulled the zipper down. Then he used both his hands to pull my dress down.

         I let it all happen, completely overwhelmed by lust. I lived for this kind of intimacy and it had been over a week since a man touched me this way. My body was starved and craved more.

         When my dress fell to the floor, I turned to him. He was wearing way too many clothes. I grabbed his tie and pulled him closer until our lips collided. He tasted like alcohol and spicy food. His tongue knew exactly what to do to arouse me to the point where I thought I was going insane.

         I pulled away from him and started to unbutton his shirt. Restlessly, he helped me with the buttons and before we knew it, the shirt was on the floor – just like his trousers.

         His body didn’t look exactly as I fantasised, but it didn’t matter. He was really there and it was way more arousing than the perfect body I had made up in my mind. Felix devoured me with his gaze and the way he looked at me made me even more horny. But when he looked me in the eyes, I saw that he looked slightly hesitant.

         ‘What is it?’ I asked.

         ‘I don’t have a condom,’ he said, slightly embarrassed.

         ‘But I do.’ I threw myself on across the bed to get to the nightstand. I grabbed a package from the drawer and threw them on the bed. I left the nightstand drawer open and I could see how surprised he looked when he saw my vibrator. I refused to be ashamed.

         I turned my back to him and arched my back before I asked: ‘What?’

         ‘Nothing,’ he said and laughed. ‘It’s just that you are so incredibly sexy.’

         Then he threw himself on top of me and unbuttoned my bra. With half of his body weight on top of me, I felt his hard cock against my ass and enjoyed the sensation of his mouth kissing my neck again. His experienced hands massaged my breasts.

         When I could no longer stop myself from moaning, he let go of me and took off his underwear before his fingers gently worked their way up my legs to grab the top of my knickers. When he had pulled them down, I turned around and got on my back. He kneeled over me with his hard erection ready for whatever I wanted to do with it.

         I spread my legs and ran my fingertips along the inside of my thigh. ‘I want you,’ I whispered. He took hold of my knees and pulled me closer.

         I reached for a condom and gave it to him. He quickly put it on and guided his hips in between my legs.

         My hand around his cock made him gasp and then I helped him find my wet opening. When he penetrated me, we both moaned. The violent nature of the erotic action sent a heat wave through my body and I threw my legs around his waist.

         He reached deeper and deeper into me with each thrust, as if he demanded something from me that he knew he couldn’t get – although he had already gotten it all. He breathed more and more heavily and I knew that he was close.

         ‘Wait,’ I moaned and he stopped moving.

         He gave me a confused look. ‘Is anything wrong?’

         ‘No, I just… get on your back,’ I breathed.

         He did as I asked, and in order not to lose the built-up expectation he had already created within me, I quickly straddled him. My labia slid up and down along his erection and he closed his eyes with pleasure. My clitoris tingled from the touch and, when I had him inside of me again, I started to touch myself slowly.

         Felix put his hands on my ass and helped me find my rhythm as he pushed his cock as far into me as he could. We breathed together and when his hand wandered around my hip and replaced my own hand between my legs, my heavy breathing turned into moans.

         I had never met a man that so clearly knew what to do with my body, and I put my pleasure completely in his hands. I enjoyed every moment and after a while I wasn’t even sure if it was his cock or his fingers that felt the best. It all felt amazing and inside of me, the dam of heat and pleasure was about to burst.

         ‘Don’t stop. I’m cumming,’ I moaned and before I closed my eyes I saw the satisfied smile on his face. His fingers seemed to find yet another gear and pushed me over the edge. I screamed out my orgasm as Felix put his hands on my hips and pushed even further in.

         He turned me around until I was on my back. As the orgasm kept washing over me in waves, he lay on top of me and thrust his rock-hard erection into me over and over until he came too.

          
      

         We must have fallen asleep because it was light out when I woke up. My head was on his shoulder and it felt as if he was trying to get out of bed.

         ‘No way, you won’t get out of here that easy,’ I teased him and put my arms around him. He gave me a serious look that made me let go.

         ‘I have to go home,’ he said and sat up on the side of the bed.

         ‘But I’m not done with you.’

         He gave me a sleepy smile and closed his eyes. ‘This has been nice, but…’

         ‘No buts,’ I interrupted him and squeezed his shoulders from behind. I moved my hands over his chest and saw how my touch, together with my breasts pressing against his back, had the desired effect between his legs. He leaned his head back against my shoulder. I took it as a yes and let my hands continue down towards that cock that had already given me so much pleasure.

         ‘Are you sure you can’t stay?’ I moaned into his ear while I ran my hand up and down the smooth skin of his cock. I felt his erection grow in the palm of my hand.

         ‘Maybe just a little longer,’ he said.

         With a satisfied grin on my face I kept touching him until his erection was rock-hard again. Then I straddled him. I kissed him but didn’t let him enter me just yet.

         His hands became more and more demanding as they caressed my body and he pushed his hips up against my vagina. This time I didn’t even care to get a condom, I wanted to keep this man. His hands grabbed my buttocks and I lowered myself down over his erection. It felt so much nicer without a plastic barrier between us.

         With my hands on his shoulders, I moved my body up and down along his cock. He kissed my neck, massaged my breasts, pinched my nipples gently and lit the fire inside of me again.

         He thrust into me a couple times more and then I pulled away from him and crawled higher up in the bed. I didn’t make it very far before he grabbed me from behind and made me stop, standing on all fours with him behind me. Anticipation grew inside of me as he corrected my position and slid the head of his penis inside of me.

         ‘Don’t tease me,’ I moaned and he laughed.

         With one hand on my hip and the other hand on my clitoris, he slowly started to push himself into me. He pulled out just as slowly, and I was about to lose it completely. His fingers started moving faster and I bit the pillow to stop myself from screaming from pleasure.

         He thrust faster and faster until we reached the same state of ecstasy as earlier. When I came he pulled out and emptied his seed on my back.

         He started to apologise, which made me laugh. He obviously hadn’t realised what kind of a girl I was, but I would definitely show him.

          
      

         The next morning I helped Wilda, and there was no sign of Caspar or Felix. I had a hard time thinking about anything else than what had happened the night before. I couldn’t wait to meet him again. Thinking about the two of us standing in front of the altar together with the bride and groom later that day made me smile.

         When we arrived at the church and I spotted Felix, my stomach filled with butterflies as I tried to catch his eye. That’s when I realised something was wrong. He didn’t even look at me! I couldn’t figure out what it was that I had done wrong.

         Everything became clear after the ceremony when he walked over to a woman standing next to his kids. Then I understood. He put his arm around the woman’s waist and gave her a kiss and a warm smile. She corrected his hair in a way that told me that they were definitely a couple.

         I didn’t even get angry. Nothing good ever came from getting angry. Generally, I liked to create chaos instead of getting angry, and l felt like a church was the perfect venue for this. I couldn’t stop myself and I really hoped that Wilda would forgive me.

         When Felix let go of the woman, who was probably not only the mother of his children but also the love of his life, I walked up to them. He saw the disaster come his way, but he couldn’t stop me. When I reached him, I threw my arms around his neck and kissed him. His lips felt stiff under mine.

         ‘Thanks for last night,’ I said and turned my back to them. I could hear their argument escalating behind me and I smiled.

         A strange feeling of joy spread through my body and I walked faster. On my way out of the church I met Wilda’s confused gaze and the joy inside of me grew into a sudden urge to run. I needed to get rid of this adrenaline. I lifted my dress up so I wouldn’t fall and then I started running until I could no longer see or hear the other wedding guests. When I was sure nobody could hear me, I started to laugh.

         I’d had a great night, and Wilda would probably forgive me. Even if it would take her a few years. I could probably never come back to this town again. The town was simply too small to forget about something like this. But I was sure that what I had just done would make for a great story that would be told by the people living here for decades to come.
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         ‘Sophie? Are you ready for this?’ Adam looked at her. ‘You know you can say no if you…’

         ‘I’m ready. Otherwise I wouldn’t be lying on my back with you on top of me.’

         As Sophie uttered these words she threw a nervous glance at the door. She could hear the sound of the TV downstairs and how her family was preparing the party in the kitchen. It was December and today they would host a pre-Christmas party for her mother’s side of the family. In an hour or so the house would be filled with merry voices and the delicious scent of Christmas food and drinks. This wasn’t really the best time to decide to be intimate. But she just couldn’t wait any longer.

         Adam placed a finger under her chin and forced her to look at him. He gave her a mischievous smile.

         ‘It’s not the first time we are alone in your room. On your bed. With our bodies pressed against each other. Last time I licked you and fingered your tight pussy until you screamed my name. Now I want to be completely sure. Do you want to go all the way?’

         Sophie looked into his blue eyes, their faces close together. Boyfriend. The word still sounded so strange – and so right. She had noticed Adam since the first day in high school and she had always dreamt about being close to him. About meaning something to him. She wasn’t alone with these dreams. The first two years of high school, it felt like Adam had a new girl by his side every week. But during the last year he had noticed her.

         ‘I want you, but…’ Sophie said and sounded a bit hesitant.

         ‘But what?’ he was eager to find out.

         ‘I’m a bit worried that I will become just another girl that you’ve slept with.’

         Adam didn’t even let her finish before he shook his head. He sounded serious when he answered her: ‘Well, you’re not. I haven’t touched, flirted or even fantasised about anyone else these last three months. You are the first one that I have called my girlfriend. And you are the only one I want to be with. Why is that so hard to understand?’

         She raised an eyebrow. ‘You make it sound as if three months is an eternity.’

         ‘It is, now that I have you. I’m walking around with a constant boner and all I want is to fuck you senseless. But I’m waiting patiently, because I know that it will be worth it when you finally allow me to make you mine. And I won’t stop there. I want you in my bed for many – many – years to come.’

         Sophie blushed and couldn’t look into Adam’s eyes. It didn’t matter if he spoke to her, looked at her or touched her – he always had that effect on her. She couldn’t ignore the feelings she had for him. She was madly in love with this cocky, slightly obnoxious and wonderfully amazing guy. The anxiety Sophie felt didn’t really have anything to do with doubts about their relationship.

         ‘Now you are making that face again,’ Adam said. ‘What’s on your mind?’

         ‘I’m nervous,’ she admitted. ‘You know that I have never slept with anyone before. Can you like… distract me? Tell me something, anything, to lighten the mood.’

         That mischievous smile was back. ‘I can do that.’

         Adam closed the distance between them and kissed her softly. And then he kissed her again, and again. He placed little kisses from her mouth to her ear like a pearl necklace and Sophie bit her lip, holding back little moans of pleasure. They had barely started. She didn’t want to make him too cocky by moaning before he had even made it past her underwear.

         ‘Sophie,’ Adam whispered into her ear. ‘Did you know that chocolate contains phenethylamine, the same substance that is released in your brain when you have an orgasm?’

         ‘What?’ She frowned. ‘Are you serious?’

         ‘Of course. I would never lie about orgasms.’

         Adam’s hand wandered down her neck until it reached her breasts. His touch made Sophie gasp. She tried her hardest not to move, not to press her body against him. But she was still a little bit nervous.

         ‘Tell me more’, she begged.

         He kissed his way down the same path that his hand had just wandered and stopped at the edge of her red shirt.

         ‘Did you know that studies say that women get hornier by eating sugar? And that mango is said to have the same effect on men.’

         ‘Why are all your facts about sex and sweets?’ Sophie asked.

         ‘Because that is all I can think about right now. It’s almost Christmas. Tonight I’m The Gingerbread Man and you are the dough that I want to knead and taste.’ She couldn’t contain her laughter and Adam had a comment about it straight away. ‘Other studies say that laughter actually releases oxytocin, which gives you the same feeling as an…’

         ‘Wait. Let me guess,’ Sophie interrupted. ‘An orgasm?’

         ‘And it’s true, I can prove it. Every time I have started our date with a flirty joke, you have ended up cumming with my fingers inside of you.’

         Shit. He was right, even if humour wasn’t exactly the source of her desire and powerful lust. Adam was temptation embodied. Hockey practice four times a week had given him muscular shoulders, a wide chest and strong thighs and calves. His ass could only be described as pure perfection. And nobody could resist the sex appeal of his brown and messy hair. All this plus his blue eyes and that smile – that mischievous smile – and the image of Adam was complete.

         ‘Let us contribute to research,’ Adam continued playfully. ‘I have a hypothesis, and it requires some very meticulous field work that only you can help me with.’

         He pulled her shirt and her bra down in one sweeping movement. He squinted his eyes and they were full of admiration and desire.

         ‘Fuck, Sophie. You are perfect.’

         He took a breath, closed his lips around her already erect nipple and sucked greedily. She rewarded him with a loud moan. So much for the strategy of making him work really hard for her pleasure. She was already melting every time he touched her and they had only begun their foreplay. A distraction was her last hope.

         ‘What’s your hypothesis, Adam?’

         ‘My hypothesis is that The Gingerbread Man can teach you a recipe in a way that is so pleasureful that you will never forget it.’

         His words were a distraction, indeed. But she didn’t have time to reflect over them because before she knew it, he pulled her shirt up and kissed his way down to her bellybutton.

         ‘What is the first thing you do when you bake gingerbread cookies?’ he said with his mouth against her skin. ‘Think carefully. If you give me the wrong answer, the consequences will be serious.’

         His warm breath hovered above the lining of her jeans and sent a heatwave to the spot that longed for him the most. That was all it took to fill Sophie’s head with foggy anticipation.

         ‘Put some flour on the table, maybe?’ she said, although her answer sounded more like question. They were both hoping that she would give him the wrong answer, saying anything else would be a lie. This time they both got what they wanted.

         ‘You have to heat up the oven first,’ Adam corrected her. He pulled her jeans down and massaged her wet pussy through her underwear. ‘Heat is a crucial component in order to reach a good end result, don’t you think?’

         Two fingers found their way in under the edge of the lace. Instead of answering him, Sophie let out a moan of pleasure when his fingers found their way into her warm wetness. His fingertips felt like fire on her skin, just like his words.

         ‘Your punishment, my beautiful Sophie, is to spell my name. I won’t stop until you have succeeded.’

         ‘Stop what?’ she asked just as he rested his head between her legs and let his warm tongue follow the contour of her slit through the fabric. It was a tantalizing promise about what would happen if she gave him the wrong answer. ‘Your name? Just spell it?’ she said to be sure.

         ‘Exactly. Should be easy, right. Do you think you can do it, Sophie?’

         She couldn’t resist the challenge. Adam knew how to trigger the competitive side of her, whatever the situation. It was actually that ability that had made him notice her for the first time. One day when their school had held a running contest, they had ended up racing through the forest. Sophie had won. Adam had told her that he’d lost on purpose, that the view of her ass from behind was far too great to run past her. Now he challenged her again.

         ‘It’s easy,’ she said with confidence. ‘A… D… A…’

         He stopped her. ‘Have you already forgotten who I am tonight?’

         ‘Who you are…?’ she repeated. Then she realised what he wanted her to say. ‘The Gingerbread Man. The name is longer, but I still think I can do it. First comes G, then I, N, G…’

         Four letters in, Sophie gasped. Adam had pulled her panties to the side and his lips closed around her clitoris, sucking it gently. A finger slipped into her wet pussy.

         ‘Go on,’ he urged her.

         She bit her lip and continued: ‘E… R… B… Ahh!’

         Now two fingers entered her pussy and the sensation made her throw her head back into the pillow as she gripped the duvet.

         ‘Next letter, Sophie,’ he said and she could feel his triumphant smile against her skin. One of his biggest pleasures was to torture her in sexy games like these.

         ‘R… E… A…’ Sophie paused and had to take a deep breath when his tongue circled around her clitoris and he bent his fingers slightly inside of her. Further and further in. He filled her, but not enough. She wanted him.

         ‘D, M, A… N.’ Sophie forced herself to finish. ‘Are you happy now?’

         ‘And what does that spell?’

         ‘Gingerbread man!’ she screamed as Adam added a third finger and picked up the pace.

         He fucked her tight pussy, in and out, and licked the sensitive bundle of nerves between her legs. That was it. Sophie couldn’t take any more and screamed out her orgasm. Her body was out of her control. It cramped up in wonderful contractions while waves of tingling pleasure washed over her and she arched her back and pressed her hips towards the ceiling. It was a miracle that she hadn’t fallen out of the bed or that the people downstairs hadn’t heard her.

         Adam kissed the inside of her thighs. ‘Congratulations, you survived the punishment. Let us continue with the recipe.’

         ‘You’re crazy,’ Sophie said and tried to catch her breath. She laughed and then she suddenly became serious. ‘Adam, I really don’t care about how to bake gingerbread. I want you inside of me. Now. No more games.’

         She wasn’t nervous at all now. Sophie sat up, took his face in her hands and kissed him. The taste of her own juices on his tongue made her hornier than she had expected. Something primal came over her and she buried her fingers in the short, messy hair in his neck. She nibbled his lower lip and pressed her body against his to show him that she wanted him now.

         ‘Shit, Sophie. You drive me insane.’ They kissed one last time before they fell down on the bed. He repaid her by biting her ear gently and whispered: ‘When the oven is hot you have to knead the dough and make sure it is ready. What utensil do you use then?’

         Adam refused to let this game go. She decided to play along as she knew it was the quickest way to get what she wanted.

         ‘A rolling pin, Mr. Gingerbread Man.’

         He hummed approvingly. The sound of his voice gave her goosebumps. Her goosebumps turned into something completely different when Adam rubbed his erection against her already swollen and sensitive pussy. She felt slightly nervous again. He was big, and he felt way bigger than he ever had in her hand. The thought made her stiffen up a little and her grip around his arms tightened.

         ‘I promise I will be gentle,’ Adam said and kissed her on the forehead. ‘I would never hurt you.’

         Sophie couldn’t help smiling at him. Who did he think she was? She had fantasised about this moment for years – about being with him in the most intimate way possible.

         ‘Don’t hold back, Adam. This is my first time, and I want it to be amazing.’

         He locked eyes with her. His blue eyes had turned dark with desire.

         ‘As you wish. I will fuck you proper then,’ he said and kissed her with intensity and passion. Their tongues tasted each other at the same time as Adam kept grinding his erection against her until the head of his cock found her opening. He pushed his way into her without hesitating.

         Sophie broke free from the kiss and let out a sound that sounded like a scream and a moan at once. She felt a slightly painful and burning sensation as her body tried to adapt to Adam’s big cock, but the most prominent sensation was one of pure pleasure and happiness. He and she. Finally united.

         Adam slowly pulled out and then he thrust into her again, deeper than before.

         ‘Mmh… aah!’ Sophie whimpered as he pushed his cock in, almost all the way.

         Adam kissed her gently on along her neck before lifting himself up on his elbow, forcing her to look at him. ‘Does it hurt?’ Do you want me to stop?’

         ‘Fuck no’, she said quickly. ‘You promised to fuck me proper. Was that all talk?’

         That got him going. With his signature smile, the mischievous one, he kept kissing and nibbling on her neck. Her skin was turning pink but Sophie couldn’t care less. All she cared about was Adam’s fast movement. The way he thrust deeper into her and reached a spot that made her close her eyes and wonder if she was going insane.

         ‘Adam…’ she mumbled and didn’t know what else to say. She couldn’t form complete sentences or think complete thoughts. That’s how much he affected her.

         ‘This is what you wanted, Sophie. My cock in your tight pussy. Fuck. You feel so good, babe. I will never get enough if this.’

         Adam’s warm breath felt like silk against her neck while he pulled himself all the way out until all that was left inside of her was the head of his cock. Then he pushed himself all the way in again with a decisive thrust. Over and over again. Sophie reacted by moving her hips towards him, meeting his every thrust. He rewarded her initiative with a grunt.

         ‘More,’ she begged and dug her red nails into his shoulders.

         ‘Fuck, Sophie’, Adam cursed in response. He lifted his head and she saw how his eyes rolled back into his head before he closed his eyes in a grimace of raw pleasure.

         ‘Faster,’ was her last order.

         And he obeyed. He thrusted faster and faster a feeling started to build up inside of Sophie, it felt like she was free falling. Her grip around his shoulders wasn’t enough so she took a handful of the duvet in each fist and squeezed until her knuckles turned white. It wasn’t enough. She fell – dove – into darkness. At the same time, she felt like she was flying.

         Sophie wasn’t sure if she was moaning silently or screaming loudly, all that existed was the electric wave that spread throughout her body. And Adam. His face was all she could picture. How he closed his eyes harder, opened his mouth and said her name when he came inside of her. He had never been more beautiful as when the orgasm distorted his face in pure bliss. He was hers. Only hers, just as she was his.

         Adam collapsed on top of Sophie. They stayed like that for what felt like minutes. Sweaty and out of breath, but very satisfied. After a while he kissed her neck and rolled off her. He wrapped the duvet around them. They lay there, close together, chest against chest, and listened to each other’s heart beats. There was a pleasant silence in the room until Adam just had to open his mouth to say something. Sophie was hoping for a declaration of love. But that was definitely not what she got.

         ‘So, about my hypothesis. Would you say I was correct? Was it the best recipe you’ve ever learned?’

         This guy really couldn’t read a room. Normally, Sophie would have unleashed her rage and made sure that he never did something similar again. But this time she chose another strategy.

         ‘It was fine, maybe seven out of ten. But Adam, we need to talk. I’ve met someone else.’ His body stiffened and he looked down at her. Sophie continued. ‘He makes me laugh with his jokes and nothing compares to his soft lips, magical fingers and exquisite body. You and I can’t be together anymore. The Gingerbread Man has given me a sweet tooth.’

         ‘Fuck, babe,’ Adam said and let out a relieved sigh. ‘You almost gave me a heart attack. Don’t ever say that again.’

         ‘Why not?’

         He looked surprised. ‘Are you kidding?’

         She raised her eyebrows and he kept talking.

         ‘I’m crazy about you, Sophie. I can’t get enough. If you leave me… I mean, fuck. It can never happen and I don’t even want to think about it. So listen carefully,’ he said and placed a hand on her chin, forcing her to look him in the eyes. ‘I love you. And if you doubt it at all, I will convince you over and over again. The Gingerbread Man might be great at kneading dough, but I am a fucking master at it.’ Something hard pressed against Sophie’s stomach. ‘Again, already?’ she said, sounding surprised, but not upset, about his erection.

         ‘When it comes to you, I’m always ready.’

         He was smiling again and his eyes promised her a real treat. Sophie bit her lip and threw a glance at the clock. Her family wouldn’t be home for another two hours. Time was on their side. This time it was Adam’s turn to be tortured in the sweetest of all games.

         ‘Mr. Gingerbread Man,’ she said teasingly and straddled Adam’s hip. ‘I think it is time for me to teach you how to make frosting. Thick, white frosting to decorate your cakes with…’
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         ‘It still smells like a cheap copy of One Million Privé.’

         Camilla put the bottle down on the table with a bang. Angelo’s eyes moved between the bottle with the disappointing content and Camilla’s cold gaze. His mouth was moving but he didn’t know what to say.

         He felt embarrassed at his failure and – as always – mesmerised by her beauty.

         ‘Come on, Angelo, you are a fragrance connoisseur. Create some magic.’

         Camilla straddled the chair next to his and stared at him with her magical, green eyes. Angelo felt his hands getting sticky and his heart pounded in his chest.

         ‘I want every fucking day-trader and rich boy to wear this fragrance next summer,’ she continued without taking her eyes off him. ‘It needs to scream pheromones, aphrodisiac and sex.’

         Angelo tried to keep his heart rate under control as he felt his face turn red.

         ‘Do you see what I’m getting at here?’ A mischievous smile played on her lips. ‘I want every single person who sniffs that perfume to turn into a horny mess. I mean, I want this perfume to smell so good that I would have fucked you senseless right there on your chair if you had been wearing it.’

         She said that last part with such confidence that Angelo wasn’t sure if his boss had actually said that to him, or if his imagination had played a trick on him.

         ‘You have two weeks, Angelo. I want to see something beautiful and I want it by the day before the Christmas party.’

         Camilla stood up and left him in his lab. He had never felt so confused – and he had never been so aroused.

         ‘What the fuck just happened…?’ Angelo whispered to the little kitten on the poster that was hanging on the wall. The poster said, ‘Hang in there, baby’. He looked at the calendar next to the poster. December 1999. His lab assistant Lisa had picked out the picture of the month – a oiled in firefighter with a six pack and what looked like a small anaconda in his crotch. The turn of the millennium was almost here and it had already been welcomed on the radio by Robbie Williams' pop song with the same name. Two weeks to the Christmas Party. The thought stressed Angelo out. He didn’t have much time.

         He had worked for the perfume producer with the imaginative name Perfume Factory for five years. During these years, he had delivered 10 best-selling fragrances for both men and women. His speciality was EdP, Eau de Parfume.

         The first time he met with his boss, the thirty-year-old rising star and iron lady Camilla, he knew he was lost. He wasn’t alone though, every single employee – male or female – felt the same way. Not because of her charm – she wasn’t even a tiny bit charming. It all came down to her attractive appearance in combination with her straightforward, somewhat cold, and very competent way of running the company.

         Angelo had never met someone who could squeeze so much creativity and passion out of her staff. All she had to do was snap her pretty fingers and everyone would do anything to help her succeed. He wasn’t sure if it was because she was a genius, or if she was just an expert manipulator. What Angelo did know, however, was that she could get anyone to do whatever she wanted. It was almost magic.

         ‘Do you think that she sprinkles some kind of magic powder behind her as she walks through the corridors?’ Lisa asked. She had been hiding in the copy room while their boss had lectured Angelo. He gave her a confused look.

         ‘Well, you are sitting here staring as if she left a cloud of pheromones behind her, silly.’ Lisa laughed and punched him on his shoulder.

         ‘Androsterone,’ Angelo whispered and this time it was the lab assistant that looked confused. ‘Half of us can’t even smell the pheromone…’

         ‘And of those that can, only half of them get aroused by it,’ Lisa interrupted. ‘While the other half think it smells like piss.’ She laughed and crossed her arms in front of her chest. ‘I’m no amateur, Angelo. What are you trying to say?’

         He stood up and paced back and forth across the lab while his thoughts were racing.

         ‘You heard Camilla, right? It needs to scream pheromones, aphrodisiac and sex.’

         ‘Yes, I heard her. It was just before she mentioned that she wanted the perfume to make her want to fuck you senseless.’ Angelo spun around and looked at her. He was blushing as if she had walked in on him masturbating in the copy room.

         ‘Not that I have any idea how you would go about making a perfume that can scream.’ Lisa smiled and started to laugh. ‘But I’m sure that our boss screams when she cums, so I totally understand that you will try to go for it.’

         ‘Alright, alright. You are funny,’ Angelo said. ‘But listen now. Did you read ‘Das Parfum’ by Patrick Süskind?’

         ‘If you mean the most misogynist novel in the world in which a psychopath murders woman to make an irresistible perfume, the answer is no.’ Lisa shrugged her shoulders and Angelo sighed.

         ‘Yes, okay. I get your point and no, I am not suggesting that we recreate the plot and kill bunch of men to collect their scents, but…’ Angelo raised a finger and paused for effect. He knew that the lab assistant hated when he did that. ‘…bear with me.’

         ‘Come on now,’ Lisa muttered. ‘Spit it out, you douchebag.’

         ‘As your supervisor, I will pretend I didn’t hear that. But listen. The boss lady wants a perfume that makes people crazy horny as it tickles their nostrils, that much we know, right?’ Lisa stared at Angelo and urged him to go on. He continued: ‘And we know that twenty-five percent of the people who smell it will be aroused immediately while the rest will find the scent repulsive, or not be able to smell it at all. So tell me, Lisa. What is the solution?’ He smiled triumphantly.

         ‘I have no idea. Many people here have tried, more or less discreetly, to get into Camilla’s panties. Including this girl.’ Lisa pointed at herself and faked a smile. ‘So tell me, oh connoisseur of scent, how will you make her ride you in the lab within two weeks?’

         ‘I’ll tell you, but it’s not my fantasies that will come true here,’ Angelo said and paused for effect again. ‘We will give Perfume Factory and its employees a Christmas party they will never forget. We will create a completely scent-free pheromone perfume that will make even the least sexual being in this building want to fuck a broom during Sunday dinner.’

         Angelo started explaining and listing ingredients and processes while his loyal lab assistant took notes. They worked day and night all week and slept in shifts in a corner of the lab. Outside the window on the third floor the snow turned to rain and then back to snow again as the days passed by, one after the other.

         The lab was their home for the time being. They worked, ate and slept there for a whole week without being bothered by the rest of the staff once. They only left the lab when they needed to buy food, or if they needed a shower.

         ‘Eureka!’ Angelo screamed and held up a bottle of perfume. He shook it and turned the translucent fluid inside to a tiny, stormy ocean.

         Lisa sat on the sofa, exhausted and with a black marker in her hand. It was past midnight, Wednesday the 15th of December.

         ‘Are you sure?’ she asked with no sign of enthusiasm in her voice and raised her eyebrows.

         ‘Yes. I have a feeling.’

         ‘Do you really have a feeling, or are you just saying that because the Christmas party is tomorrow and you risk losing your chance of a good fuck if you can’t figure this out?’ Angelo didn’t even answer Lisa, but she refused to give up.

         ‘Seriously, how will we find out if this really works? Do you want to sneak into the accounting department after their morning coffee, spray horny-spray all over and watch Angela pay the bills while Roger fucks her from behind?’

         The question made Angelo think. He had been so focused on finishing in time that he hadn’t really thought about what to do next. He had tested the first version of the batch on his nephew’s rabbits that he had smuggled into the lab. Sure, they had humped their cage like crazy but that didn’t mean the scent would have the same effect on humans. Their pheromones are different than ours, after all.

         ‘Try it out on me.’

         The words brought Angelo back to reality. He looked at Lisa and she repeated herself.

         ‘We have to find out, right?’ She gave him a tired smile, walked up to him and took the bottle from his hand. Before Angelo could protest, he felt a cool spray of perfume against his neck. His first instinct was to wipe it off, but he soon realised that there was no point. The pheromones were already in the air.

         ‘And now we wait for the result,’ Lisa said and put the bottle down on the table. Angelo stood there, frozen, and didn’t know what to do.

         ‘You don’t have to look so terrified,’ Lisa said. ‘We didn’t let out a zombie virus, you know. If your miracle fragrance really works, all you have to do is push me away, go lock yourself into the copy room and wait for it to pass.’

         Angelo laughed nervously and then he looked back down on his notes. Although he had known Lisa for two years and they could talk to each other about anything, he suddenly felt shy. Underneath the friendly nature of his relationship with the lab assistant, there was a lot of suppressed attraction. It had always been there, but his desire for their beautiful boss had always trumped his feelings for Lisa.

         The thought that his new perfume might actually lead to he and Lisa having sex made Angelo both embarrassed and excited.

         He skimmed through the chemical composition of the perfume and wrote down a couple of completely unnecessary notes in the margin. Anything to appear busy.

         When he felt Lisa’s hands on his shoulders, every muscle in his body tensed up.

         Her deep, warm breath next to his ear made his cock pulsate inside of his jeans.

         ‘You can put that notebook down now, Angelo,’ Lisa whispered softly and gave him goosebumps all over. ‘I’m pretty sure you succeeded. Feel.’

         She grabbed his left hand and guided it into her panties and her warm, wet pussy. Lisa moaned into Angelo’s ear when his hand accidentally brushed against her clitoris. A second later, he felt her soft hand squeeze his hard erection. Now it was Angelo’s turn to moan.

         ‘You’re obviously ready as well,’ she whispered and spun the office chair around. Angelo stared into her intense and almost primal gaze. Her eyes, her smile and the way his nerves tingled were the definition of pure arousal. As if they were meant for each other, as if they were about to start the dirtiest and longest sex act in the history of mankind.

         ‘I think we should free your hard cock from those unnecessary jeans,’ Lisa said after taking off her lab coat and panties. She pulled Angelo’s jeans down and then she pulled on his underwear hard enough to make them rip in two. He sat there in his office chair, wearing nothing but his lab coat and a t-shirt. He was completely blown away and had never had an erection that huge before.

         Lisa walked up to him and moved her hands over his chest under the t-shirt before she kneeled in front of him, admiring his cock.

         ‘I’m going to have loads of fun with that,’ she said and touched his erection gently before closing her lips around its head. Angelo let out a loud moan and felt hornier than he had ever felt before. He found himself in an ecstatic state, as if he were wonderfully high on a fantastic and harmless drug that should be available to everyone.

         Lisa let go of the wet cock and stood up.

         ‘I’ll let you lick me and take me to an orgasm or five,’ she said and aimed a sexy smile his way. ‘But first, I want to feel you inside of me.’

         She straddled Angelo and he closed his eyes as she lowered her wonderful, wet and warm pussy down over his cock. Lisa moaned into his ear and screamed out her pleasure while she rode him so hard that the chair almost tipped over.

         Multiple orgasms later, the effects of the perfume finally wore off and Angelo and Lisa sat naked next to each other on the sofa, catching their breath. He wiped her juices off his face with a towel while she licked the last drops of his sperm from her lips.

         ‘It’s’ definitely working,’ Angelo said. He was not used to this kind of physical activity and was still out of breath.

         ‘Fuck yes,’ Lisa said and laughed. ‘Who needs a gym when you can do this? The launch if this perfume will make gyms go bankrupt. Are you going to share this success with our hot boss?’

         ‘No,’ Angelo said and smiled mischievously. ‘She will find out at the Christmas party, just like everyone else. Let’s make that party living proof of what this fragrance can do.’

         He glanced down at his watch and quickly got to his feet.

         ‘Did you just remember that you have to buy a new suit for the Christmas party, or what?’

         Angelo didn’t answer her at first but got dressed and headed for the door.

         ‘I need to find the janitor so that he can help me prepare this surprise.’

         Fifteen minutes later a confused and drunk janitor showed him the way to the ventilation system in the attic. It was extremely loud in there.

         ‘So this is the air-conditioning,’ the janitor screamed as he tried to make himself heard. ‘For the whole building. Even the basement and SAA.’

         ‘SAA?’ Angelo screamed.

         ‘Sex Addicts Anonyms,’ the janitor chuckled. ‘They have held their meetings down in the basement for six months now.’

         The janitor showed him the different parts of the air-conditioning, although Angelo could probably have worked it out himself by looking at its signs. When he had seen enough, he shook the janitor’s hand and thanked him for his help. When they stepped out in the corridor again, Angelo quickly changed the subject to distract the janitor. Was that a rat he had just seen? The janitor pulled out a flashlight from his belt as if it were a revolver and headed down the corridor. Angelo discretely put a foot in the doorway to stop the door from locking. He was ready to put his plan into action.

         ‘You’re not going to disappoint me right before Christmas, are you?’ Camilla stopped Angelo in the corridor. She was all dressed up and ready for the Christmas party – sexier than ever.

         ‘No, boss,’ he said confidently. ‘I promise. You just focus on orgasm… I mean, organising tonight.’

         Angelo and Lisa worked side by side as if yesterday’s fuck-fest had never happened. Their mission was to mix a batch that was much bigger than their test bottle. Later that afternoon they both felt satisfied with their work, just in time to change into their party outfits.

         The caterers delivered fancy appetisers that were as far away from traditional Christmas food as one could imagine. Bottles of champagne stood next to bowls with different kinds of snacks and the lunchroom had turned into a party venue with a temporary bar in one corner.

         It was 6 AM and most of the employees at Perfume Factory were there. Camilla walked onto the stage like a real Hollywood star. Everybody quietened down as she brought the microphone closer to her plump, red lips.

         ‘Welcome to the annual Christmas party,’ she said calmly and looked at the crowd below. ‘I want to raise a glass to one of the biggest perfume companies in the world! Merry Christmas and thank you all for another wonderful year!’

         Camilla raised her glass and the crowd cheered. Next to the stage, Angelo emptied his glass and left the room. He ran to the lab and picked up the perfume bottle. The container was wrapped in bubble wrap to protect it from accidents. Angelo ran up the stairs towards the attic.

         When he reached the ventilation system, he opened the hatch that said ‘INLET’. He felt the strong air stream and covered his mouth and nose with one hand and while he unscrewed the spray cap from the perfume bottle with the other.

         He reached the bottle into the hatch and poured it out into the air stream. There was no doubt that the ventilation system would take those pheromones where he needed them to be. Angelo closed the hatch again and returned to the party.

         When he got back to the dinner, people were still enjoying their champagne and their little appetizers. Camilla was standing in the middle of a group of well-dressed men and women who were fighting for her attention. Angelo walked in her direction, full of confidence. He was the winner of the evening. He had done what his boss had asked him to do and he knew that he was about to put Perfume Factory, Camilla, and himself on the map, once and for all.

         As he approached Camilla and her fan club, he stopped for a second to see how much time he had. Lisa had reacted to the perfume just minutes after smelling it. Spread through the ventilation system like this, he thought it would take a few more minutes. He couldn’t wait to see the body language of the guests at the party change as they grew hornier and hornier, and he especially couldn’t wait to see how Camilla would react when his little miracle scent reached her nostrils.

         Perfume Factory’s Christmas party would soon be transformed into a fuck-fest like this world had never seen. But by then, Angelo and Camilla would already be having a private conversation. A conversation that would soon lead to wild, naked sex. He told himself that it would be just like the night before with Lisa, but even hotter.

         He made his way through the crowd in front of the stage and walked right up to Camilla.

         ‘Do you have a couple of minutes, boss?’

         ‘This better be important if it can’t wait until tomorrow,’ she said with a sigh. But when their eyes met, the tone of her voice softened and Angelo thought that he could hear expectation in it.

         ‘Did you guys make it? Is the sexiest fragrance of the century ready?’

         He nodded proudly and turned his back to her. Without looking, he knew that Camilla was following him as he left the room. They walked silently to the lab and suddenly, Angelo felt a tingling sensation spreading through his body.

         He could hear something change in Camilla’s footsteps behind him. First it sounded like she stumbled, and then her movements slowed down considerably.

         He threw a quick glance over his shoulder and noted that she was staring at his ass. The look in her eyes was as the same as the one in Lisa’s eyes just before their sex-marathon. The memory was enough for his erection to start growing and Angelo wasn’t going to do anything to hide it.

         He unlocked the door to the lab and showed her inside. He noticed that her hand brushed against his erection as she walked past him with her hips moving sensually from side to side. She was sexier than he had even seen her and thousands of images of her naked body on top of his flashed before his eyes as he closed the door behind them.

         ‘So,’ she said and turned to Angelo. Then she started to unbutton her dress as if it was the most natural thing in the world. He reacted instantly and undressed until he was standing completely naked in front of her with his erection swaying and pointing straight upwards.

         ‘You say that you have managed to produce a scent that will blow peoples’ socks off next season, and it seems as if you are telling the truth.’ Camilla slowly walked up to Angelo, who had a hard time containing himself when he saw her perfect body approach him.

         ‘Yes,’ he said confidentially and got on his knees in front of her. He was ready. ‘It will not only revolutionise the perfume industry, but our whole society.’

         ‘I like the sound of that,’ Camilla whispered and pulled Angelo’s face towards her naked and wet pussy. ‘Tell me more.’

         His tongue tasted the warm wetness and moved in circles around her clitoris while Camilla’s moans grew louder and louder. She pressed his mouth even closer and lifted one leg up and put it on a chair next to her to give him more room to perform his oral magic.

         She was incredibly hot – it almost felt as if she had a fever – and Angelo’s hungry tongue ate Camilla’s pussy as she moved her hips to his rhythm.

         His moans intensified and Angelo’s cock was rock hard. She was so close.

         ‘There. Yes, keep going,’ she moaned and dug her fingers into his hair to keep him in the right spot. Angelo felt Camilla’s body tense up and she arched her back while she lifted herself off the desk with her strong arms. She screamed out her pleasure and squirted out her orgasm all over Angelo who drank it with pleasure. When her orgasm reached its end, they suddenly became aware of the moans from the hallway.

         Camilla pulled Angelo up to his feet and then she pushed him down into the office chair. She threw a glance out through the glass doors and so did Angelo. In the corridor he saw couple after couple that were busy making loud, sweaty and naked love. The bright light from the lunchroom turned the lovers to silhouettes, but it was impossible to not notice the details. The office employees that had been stiff and dressed in suits just minutes earlier had been turned into wild and primal creatures. In the shadows, Angelo thought he could see his lab assistant Lisa receiving long-desired love from a female intern that he knew that she had been attracted to for a long time. He smiled victoriously.

         Angelo and Camilla enjoyed the view of their colleagues out in the corridor as they licked, sucked and fucked each other as if there were no tomorrow.

         ‘It looks like you did it,’ Camilla whispered into his ear and straddled him. They both moaned when she lowered herself down and embraced his erection with her wet warmth.

         ‘Tomorrow we will get this perfume out into the world.’ Camilla moaned into Angelo’s ears while she rode him. He put his hands on her ass and helped her move up and down.

         ‘If it were up to me,’ she moaned louder, ‘I would call it Angelicum.’

         Camilla started to shake as she reached yet another intense orgasm. She stepped off Angelo’s pulsating cock and took him in her mouth as she moved her soft hand up and down the hard shaft.

         She sucked and licked it for a moment and then she aimed it at the whiteboard behind him and started to jerk him off.

         It only took a couple of seconds before Angelo’s whole world started shaking and he reached the most intense orgasm of his life. The result of it hit the whiteboard and trickled down over all the numbers and letters that he had written on it.

         ‘I think the board will be very happy to hear about your successes with this project.’

         Camilla and Angelo smiled against each other. They were sweaty and satisfied, and out in the corridor, they could hear the moans grow louder and louder.
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         We had just finished recording the movie. It was a wrap. Joanna approached me and invited me to a Christmas party that she hosted with Jonathan. Of course I was going. I had grown up with her movies. She was so extremely talented. And hot. Extremely hot. I didn’t really understand what she saw in her husband – Jonathan. He wasn’t even remotely as hot as she was. And he kept to himself, he was shy. He walked around like a shadow on set and acted strange. As far as I knew, he didn’t really have a clear role in the production. Mostly he just walked around set, looking out of place. But everyone could see how her eyes sparkled every time she saw him. How she bit her lip and got a dreamy expression on her face. Sure, he was filthy rich, and money could get most women’s panties wet. Trust me, I’ve seen it a lot in the industry. I wasn’t really a high-profile actor myself. I did what I did and I had landed a couple of roles. In that television show Blood Shot for example, I played officer Berg. You know, that funny and semi-good looking guy that dies in the second episode?

         The movie we had just finished shooting was called Bloody Santa’s Big Gun. It was a Polish-French-Swedish low-budget production – imagine a mix of National Lampoons Christmas Vacation and Rambo. I played ‘victim in meat grinder’ or Santa-Boy, as the rest of the people on set had started to call me. Joanna played Bernice, the protagonist. She was probably a bit too old for the part, but the Polish loved Joanna. And she sure could scream. I was lucky enough to be the last victim before the plot twist. It was the only scene that was recorded in a country setting. It was filmed just a few miles away from Joanna and Jonathan’s home. Jonathan had planned a party in their big house.

         Casa Müller. A two-story house that would have cost a fortune had it been located in the capital. It wasn’t located in the capital though, but in the countryside. But if you ignored the Swedish woods surrounding the house, it might as well have been in Beverly Hills. Everyone was there. Kowalzcyck, the director. Bobby Frank, the male lead – Bloody Santa himself. Poppy Claude, the actress who looked like a young, feminine Sean Bean. And Joanna and Jonathan of course. The two producers, Mike and Johnny Castle. And then the rest of us.

         Spring is a wonderful season when it is not raining. The trees were green and the sun was warm. There was laughter in the air and the champagne was popped on the pool deck. I was wearing my most expensive jeans. The red and green Christmas shirt was a bit tighter now than it had been in December, but I had spent some hours at the gym lately and it was starting to pay off. I felt great.

         It was no huge surprise that the party had a Christmas theme. Some of the guests were still wearing their movie props, but most people had changed. There were Christmas trees, glitter and Christmas decorations all over the pool deck and the driveway. It really looked like Christmas, all that was missing was snow, darkness and the cold. It even felt like Christmas.

         The party had already started as I put my sunglasses and grabbed a glass from the closest tray. Mirela, one of the Polish extras, was sitting in the hammock next to the pool. I had checked her out earlier. She was hot. Blonde, Eastern European and eyes that sparkled and sent a jolt of excitement into your soul. Or into your crotch. I needed to get laid. I hadn’t fucked in a while and Mirela was definitely my type of girl. She was talking to Samson, Bobby Frank’s stunt double. He was probably the worst cast-stunt double ever. Samson was a great stunt double, he really was. But he was a whole head shorter than Bobby and their skin colour wasn’t even the same. But if I had learnt one thing in this industry it was that nobody questioned the Castle brothers.

         I was just about unbutton the top button of my shirt and walk up to Mirela when someone grabbed my arm. I turned around and saw Joanna standing there with a smile on her lips.

         ‘Hi,’ she said. ‘How does it feel to be all ground up in Santa’s meat grinder?’

         I had barely talked to her before, so I was slightly surprised. Her smile made me blush. It’s silly, I know, but she was the star and that tight dress fitted her perfectly.

         ‘What can I say, it makes you feel alive,’ I said awkwardly, taking a sip of my drink.

         ‘You’re good,’ Joanna said and bumped me with her hip. ‘It’s actually a shame that such a cute Santa boy is ground into mince…’ she said while she looked at me with eyes full of life.

         I didn’t know what to say so I just smiled, pushed my sunglasses further down on my nose and spotted Jonathan talking to Poppy a bit further up on the deck. Poppy had really gone all out. She was dressed as Rudolph the red-nosed reindeer, and it was the best costume I had ever seen.

         ‘You’re awesome,’ was all that I could say, and immediately I knew that I should’ve said something else. Something smarter. Joanna laughed.

         ‘What about you!’ she said, laughed and had a sip of her champagne. She kept her eyes focused on me and continued: ‘Isn’t it nice here?’

         ‘Yes, beautiful! Everywhere you look,’ I said and couldn’t stop staring at her. I sounded so cheesy, but she was nice about it. She just smiled as if my awkward comment had never happened.

         ‘Have you been here before?’ Joanna asked. I obviously hadn’t, and she probably knew that. Was she actually trying to make small talk? It almost felt like she was interested in me. But that couldn’t possibly be the case. It just couldn’t. But the idea alone gave me butterflies in my stomach. I was just about to reply when somebody pushed me to the side.

         ‘Przepraszam.’ It was Mirela who squeezed past me and Joanna. Samson was following her with a smile on his lips. They left the pool deck and left the party on a gravel path. I watched them as they walked towards the edge of the forest, hand in hand. I understood exactly what they were about to do. Shit! Then I didn’t stand a chance. If Mirela had decided to fuck Samson then it was highly unlikely that she would also want to fuck me later. Or was it? What did I know? Maybe she was a sex addict who wanted to sleep with as many people as possible tonight?

         ‘Hello? Earth to Santa-Boy!’ Joanna’s voice brought me back to reality.

         ‘Huh?’ I turned my focus back to Joanna. I hadn’t noticed that she was watching me with a amused smile on her face as I stared at Mirela and Samson.

         ‘Hehe, yes, Santa-Boy here!’ I said and smiled. Joanna laughed. Her laughter was deep and musical. It sounded different now than when she laughed on set.

         ‘I think that this particular astronaut wishes that he was walking in Samson’s shoes right now. Or maybe…’ Joanna paused for a second and lowered her voice. ‘…he wished that he was inside of Mirela’s panties?’

         I blushed. I wasn’t ready for that comment.

         ‘I mean…’ I stuttered. ‘Maybe I’ve been a bit… lonely lately? If you know what I mean?’ I said and realised that it came out sounding way more serious than I had meant it. I tried again. ‘I mean, that’s not…’

         Joanna interrupted. ‘No need to explain! We all go through dry spells! And I know it would drive me mad if I hadn’t gotten laid in a while.’

         We were silent for a moment. I didn’t really know what to say.

         ‘Do you wanna go for a little walk?’ Joanna interrupted the silence. ‘Jonathan has an old cabin a bit further into the forest. His grandmother was born there and it’s very authentic. It’s been there since the 19th century. It’s really charming! Do you want to see?’

         And original old cabin from the 19th century? Jonathan’s grandma? Could she have really just said that? I wondered how the hell she knew that I was interested in 19th century history. We barely knew each other. And if she didn’t know that, it was a very strange offer to make to someone you had just met. Especially at the beginning of what was probably going to turn into the party of the year. Do you wanna come see my little historic cabin? The more I thought about it, the more it sounded like a pick-up line from an old folks’ home.

         But the butterflies fluttered away in my stomach. Joanna was so damn hot. No, she was beautiful. And sexy. Incredibly sexy. I felt a twitch between my legs as my mind wandered.

         ‘I would love to!’ I said and forced myself to think about something else. If I allowed myself to get a full-blown boner, it would be very hard to hide it in these trousers. And even if Joanna seemed open-minded, it would be very embarrassing to walk around with an obvious erection in my jeans.

         ‘Come with me!’ Joanna said, and took my hand, pulling me with her down the stairs. Her touch didn’t make it easier for me to ignore how aroused I was, but I didn’t want her to let go.

         When she was sure I was following her, Joanna let go of my hand. She walked ahead of me towards the forest.

         ‘It not that far,’ she said and pointed. ‘The cabin is just by the little lake over there. Once upon the time there was a field here, and a pasture. But nowadays it’s all forest. Joanna stopped and looked into my eyes. ‘Are you sure you’re up for it?’

         ‘Yes, absolutely. It sounds nice.’ For some reason, everything I said came out as platitudes. Joanna turned and looked over my shoulder back at the house and then she took my hand. ‘Come on now!’

         I turned my head and looked the same way as Joanna had just done. Jonathan was standing in the stairs leading up to the pool deck – now with a Santa hat on the top of his head.

         ‘I’m getting bored of making these low-budget movies.’

         It surprised me that Joanna was so open with me. ‘Okay? Are you saying that you are thinking about quitting, or what?’

         ‘God, no!’ Joanna turned to me and smiled. ‘But shit, I’m over forty years old and I haven’t had a serious role since 1995. When I was eighteen.’

         ‘Yeah, but what would you do?’ I watched Joanna as she walked along the path in front of me. She was wearing a thin, white cotton dress with little red Christmas presents on it and it highlighted her curves perfectly. I followed her – mesmerised by her hips as they swayed from side to side. She had a trim waist and her round ass bounced with every step. The fabric of her dress hugged her body tightly. Wasn’t she wearing underwear? I couldn’t see any contours. What did that mean? I knew that some people enjoyed the feeling of not having any underwear on, but surely you would wear panties if you hosted a party for your colleagues? Right? I mean, I definitely wasn’t complaining! I was just amazed by how the cotton fabric moved over her ass, highlighting her plump buttocks. Incredibly sexy. And the thought about her being naked underneath made it almost impossible to keep my boner under control.

         Joanna opened her mouth to answer my question but before she spoke, she suddenly grabbed my arm and pulled me down towards the ground. She brought her index finger to her mouth. ‘Look,’ she whispered and pointed at a clearing in the forest.

         I followed the direction of her fingers and realised what she was pointing at. I can’t say that I was very surprised when I spotted Samson and Mirela on the forest floor. They were lying in the grass and the sun shone down on them. Mirela’s face was turned towards the sun. She had her eyes closed. Samson’s muscular, tanned back reflected the sun as he lay on top of Mirela. Samson’s smooth, hairless buttocks leisurely moved back and forth.

         ‘Oh, shit!’ I whispered. Joanna looked at me. Her eyes sparkled.

         ‘What!’ she said and nudged me with her elbow. ‘They aren’t ashamed, so why should you be?’ Then she looked at the loving couple again. My eyes lingered on Joanna. I sat by her side, slightly behind her in relation to the path and the clearing. I wasn’t completely sure, but it almost looked like she slipped her left hand in under her dress.

         What was happening in front of us in the clearing and the fact that Joanna seemed to be touching herself made resistance futile. I gave up. In less than a second, my semi-boner had turned into an erection that was hard as a rock.

         I could hear Mirela moan as Samson thrust into her. He flexed his triceps and pushed himself up while he kept fucking her from a slightly higher angle that also allowed us to see Mirela better. Her small and perky breasts bounced to Samson’s rhythm. The whole situation made me extremely horny. I had never wanted to fuck as much as I wanted to fuck in that exact moment. Typical, right? There I was, hornier than ever with the sexiest woman on earth, and she couldn’t… I mean, I guess I could have tried something. But what would that lead to? She may be horny too, but she was married and would probably be pissed if I tried something. Her body was not meant for me. That was just how it was. But I couldn’t contain my excitement.

         ‘Wow, they are really going for it,’ I said to take the edge off my own frustration.

         ‘Mmm…’ Joanna moaned with her eyes fixed on Samson, who had now turned Mirela around so that she was on all fours while he thrust into her from behind. Joanna’s silent moans confirmed my suspicions. She was definitely masturbating. I pushed my cock to the side and started rubbing it through the fabric of my jeans.

         ‘Oh, Sammy…’ Mirela moaned. ‘Sammy, you feel so good…’ Her broken English was so fucking hot.

         ‘Who’s your daddy?’ Samson moaned back and put his hands on Mirela’s breasts. He lowered his head down towards her ear. Mirela turned her head towards him and kissed him. You could tell that Samson had done this before. The complicated position they were in now didn’t break his rhythm for a second.

         ‘I want to feel you cum…’ Mirela moaned and met Samson’s thrusts as he moved faster. Even from where we were sitting, we could tell that he was getting close.

         ‘We should probably leave.’ Joanna had turned my way. ‘Before they finish and realise they have an audience.’ She looked carefully at me. She saw how I was massaging my erection. ‘Come on,’ she said, and grabbed my arm. We made our way back to the path as quietly as we could and when we were at a safe distance, we straightened our backs and stood up.

         ‘Wow!’ Joanna fanned her hand in front of her face. ‘THAT was hot!’

         ‘Fuck yeah…’ I said and saw my chance to mention the pulsating erection in my jeans. ‘Hey, Joanna. I have to admit that it is not a banana I have in my pocket right now…’

         I had hoped that Joanna would laugh and break the awkwardness, but she did something completely different. She turned around and looked down at my crotch.

         ‘No… I can see that,’ was all she said before she looked up and locked eyes with me. Her eyes were radiating. I knew that look and I knew what it could mean. But that couldn’t be the case here, could it? Joanna wouldn’t, would she? I realised that she was probably as horny as I was, but that she couldn’t act on it. All she could do was fantasise… I hoped that I was a good subject for those fantasies with my obvious erection and all. The vain thought made me smile.

         A minute later, we approached the small cabin in another clearing. Just like Joanna had said. There was a small outhouse next to the cabin and some ruins of an old stone house a bit further away. A meadow full of yellow flowers grew in front of the house. I had no idea what types of flowers they were, but I knew they weren’t dandelions. Joanna walked towards the meadow.

         ‘Wow, they are so beautiful.’ She bent over to pick some of them.

         I have no idea what came over me. I was caught up in my own thoughts – oozing sex – when Joanna bent over to pick a flower. All I could see was her amazing, pantie-less ass. The thin dress against her skin. Oh, her ass looked so perfect. I could see the insides of her thighs through the fabric and I followed their curve all the way up to where they disappeared between her legs. The round and wonderful buttocks.

         Without thinking, I reached my hand out and grabbed the right one. Joanna let out a surprised little scream. I pulled my hand back immediately. I was ashamed. That was not okay! I knew that.

         Joanna turned around. She gave me a stern look.

         ‘I’m sorry!’ I stuttered. She was probably pissed. ‘I don’t know… I mean… I shouldn’t have…’

         ‘So you like ass-grabbing?’

         ‘No! Or yes, but… I normally don’t…’

         ‘Be quiet!’ Joanna’s face was just a couple of centimetres from mine. She lowered her voice. I felt her breath against my skin. ‘I understand Santa-Boy… Did you get a bit aroused seeing how Sammy pushed his big cock into Mirela? How Mirela moaned as he thrust into her, over and over again?’ Joanna’s lips touched my ear as she breathed the last words. I couldn’t move. I was full of shame, and full of desire. The challenging tone of her voice didn’t make me any less horny. It was so confusing. Joanna kept going. ‘When we were watching them… Did you imagine how it would feel to bend me over just like Sammy did with Mirela? Grab my hips and push your hard cock into me? Pinch my erect nipples? Hear my moans as you fuck my wet pussy hard? Was that what you were thinking, Santa-Boy?’

         I took a deep breath. The answer was definitely: YES! But was it okay to say that? Was this the right time to be honest? Maybe I should lie? I sighed.

         ‘How could I think anything else?’ I said, defeated.

         ‘Oh, Santa-Boy!’ I could hear that she was smiling. But was she mocking me? ‘So, do you think my pussy is wet? Do you? Do you think that your hard package would slip in easy?’

         ‘I mean… I…’

         Joanna interrupted me and took my hand. ‘Why don’t you find out?’ She brought her hand to her dress. ‘Why don’t you find out if the movie star is wet? Or if she is dry as a bone and finds you silly? Can she desire a simple Santa boy?’

         She slowly lifted her dress up and guided my hand to the inside of her thigh. Then she spread her legs. Whatever happened next, I was about to touch Joanna Müller’s most intimate parts. This was unbelievable. In a way, this was a win-win situation. I would probably walk away from it filled with shame. But I would get to touch… My thoughts were interrupted when my hand reached its destination.

         Joanna was soaking wet. When my index finger brushed against her wet pussy, she moaned and kissed my ear.

         ‘Mmm, Santa-Boy… You better finish what you’ve started…’ she breathed into my ear and let go of my hand. She was so wet. She rolled her hips from side to side under my massaging fingers.

         She let go of my hand and her fingers wandered down to the bulge in my jeans. She moved her hand back and forth over the fabric. Her eyes were full of desire and showed me how horny she was. She smiled and kissed me. Her hungry lips on top of mine. Her tongue inside my mouth. I stroked her back with my other hand. Down over her ass, up to her neck and then down again.

         She moaned when I slowly let my pinky finger slide into her. She was so wet. So tight. So wonderful. I started moving my thumb in circles over her swollen clit.

         I unbuttoned her bra.

         ‘I love sucking cock,’ she moaned. ‘But I have to feel you inside of me, now. Penetrate me, Santa-Boy!’

         I reluctantly moved away from her warm pussy and unbuttoned my shirt. While I fumbled with the buttons Joanna managed to take off her dress and moved on to my jeans. My hard cock bounced out of my underwear when she pulled them down with my jeans. Joanna closed her fingers around it and pulled it a couple of times before she ignored what she had said seconds earlier and took it in her mouth.

         ‘I couldn’t resist,’ she laughed after sucking my cock for a second. ‘Now, lie down. I want to ride you among the flowers!’

         I got on my back.

         I couldn’t believe this was happening. I had been starstruck since I met her in real life for the first time the day before yesterday. How was this happening? I was having sex with the queen of European and independent low-budget horror films. I had followed her career since I was a teenager and this was all like a dream to me. Imagine if the thirteen-year-old me had known this would happen when he watched his first movie starring the scream queen Joanna Müller. Imagine if he had known that I would fuck her in an ocean of yellow flowers. It was insane.

         ‘What’s on your mind, Santa-Boy?’ Joanna noticed that I was daydreaming. ‘Do you not want to do this? Because your crotch tells me something else…’ she laughed.

         ‘I’m so fucking horny, Joanna!’ I couldn’t hold back anymore. She must have known from the beginning and she had played me like a master. I was vibrating. ‘Fuck, I want you so bad!’

         She let out a wonderful laugh when she realised that I finally got it.

         We were surrounded by the high flowers that danced in the breeze as we lay there in the middle of meadow. My cock was rock hard. It was pulsating. The veins on it were thick. I was literally vibrating, both mentally and physically.

         Joanna took a deep breath.

         ‘Now,’ was all she said as she guided the tip of my penis into her. She stopped for a moment. Then she lowered herself down.

         ‘Aaah,’ she moaned and her moans mirrored the way I felt. My index finger had given me an idea of what she would feel like and when she lowered herself down over my cock, she was all that I had imagined and more. She felt so good. So wet. Tight. Wonderful.

         ‘Oh yeah?’ Jonathan’s voice snapped me out of my euphoria. What? Jonathan!?

         ‘Hi, baby! Isn’t he lovely?’ Joanna said to Jonathan, cool as a cucumber.

         My heart skipped a beat. What the fuck was going on? Had he caught us in the act? I opened my eyes and saw Jonathan standing on the door outside the cabin where his grandmother was born. He didn’t look angry. He actually looked happy.

         My cock was deep inside of Joanna. Jonathan could definitely see this. Why wasn’t he angry? He should be pissed. And what the fuck had Joanna just said?

         Jonathan laughed and walked towards us. He had taken his jacket off. His white shirt was almost blinding me in the sunshine. I had always thought that he was shy. But he looked different now. And there I was, with my cock inside of his wife.

         ‘Mmm, yes…’ Jonathan said. ‘It looks like you were right!’

         The strangeness of the situation should have made me lose my erection. But for some reason, it had the opposite effect on me. I wasn’t going soft at all. My veins kept pumping inside of Joanna. Jonathan stopped just millimetres away from my arm.

         ‘You’re doing good. My wife is actually quite picky.’ Jonathan unzipped his trousers.

         I had no idea what to say. He continued:

         ‘You know, Santa-Boy, I don't even know your name,’ he said. Jonathan pulled his trousers down. ‘But Joanna and I love it when someone like you comes along.’

         I wasn’t sure if Joanna looked at Jonathan. She kept riding me as if nothing had happened, as if her husband hadn’t just caught her fucking someone else.

         ‘I… I don’t know…’ I hadn’t been able to say anything other than courteous phrases and apologies since Joanna had grabbed my hand on the pool deck.

         Jonathan laughed, but it was a friendly laugh. ‘My wife likes you. That’s great. We have been let down a lot lately. Keep making us happy.’ It almost sounded like a request. Then he showed me what he had in his trousers.

         ‘Fuck.’ Jonathan’s cock was huge! Enormous! A lot bigger than mine, and thick. A big wallet AND a big cock! Great combination His cock hypnotised me. I had never been attracted to men, but Jonathan’s huge cock made me want to touch it. Feel it. It was very strange.

         Joanna reached her hand out and grabbed Jonathan’s erection and closed her lips around it. I could see how much she loved it. We all could. In this bizarre situation, I was surprised to realise that I was still horny. It all felt so natural.

         Joanna kept riding me. I was getting closer.

         ‘I don’t want to cum yet!’ I gasped. Joanna stopped for a second.

         ‘Oh, we don’t want you to either. Not yet.’

         ‘Keep sucking.’ Jonathan was consumed by Joanna’s fellatio. ‘That is, unless you want to jump in, Santa-Boy?’

         Me? Did he want me to suck his cock? Crazy, was my first thought. Or should I try? I mean, a lot of guys have sex with each other. My cousin Claes does it all the time. And he never shuts up about it… Sure, he is gay so there is nothing strange about that. But… maybe I should try it?

         ‘Mmm, I love watching my husband making love with other men.’ Joanna got on her knees in the grass and watched as Jonathan turned towards me. Did she want me to do it?

         It felt strange taking a cock in my mouth. His cock smelled like cock. Just like mine. But it didn’t really taste like anything. It was more… a sensation. Fuck, he was huge. I didn’t have anything to compare with, but I had seen my fair share of cocks.

         I tried sucking his cock the same way I like to get my cock sucked.

         ‘Oh! Shit!’ Jonathan sounded surprised. ‘You must have done this before!’

         I hadn’t. And up until a minute ago, I had never even fantasised about it. The experience blew me away. The physical part was easy. It was my mouth and his cock. What I hadn’t expected was the sensation. Not the sensation of a cock in my mouth, but the sensation of him loving what I did to him. It was as nice as giving a woman pleasure.

         Joanna stood up and kissed Jonathan.

         ‘Now I want both of you.’ She put a hand on Jonathan’s ass.

         ‘Mais bien sur!’ He smiled and lowered his head down to her breasts. I didn’t know what Joanna’s plan was, but I saw an opportunity and decided to take it. The tip of my tongue found her clit. I buried my mouth in her warm pussy. She smelled amazing. The scent of pure horniness, pure pleasure. She moaned as I let my tongue glide up and down her wet slit. Could it be any better than this? My hands on a pair of perfect buttocks and my face buried in the most beautiful pussy on the planet?

         ‘Get on all fours…’ I heard Jonathan say and the next thing I knew, Joanna leaned away from me.

         She kissed me lightly and mumbled: ‘What a tongue you have, fantastic…’

         Jonathan positioned himself behind Joanna, grabbed her hips and pushed into her. He stroked her pale back and let his huge cock do all the work.

         At first, I just watched. Now it hit me that I didn’t understand how Jonathan could be here? I saw him watching me and Joanna as we left the house. There must be a shortcut. Or did he sneak past us while we were watching Mirela and Sammy?

         ‘Come here! I want you in my mouth.’ Joanna snapped me back to reality. ‘Fill me up from both directions, boys.’

         I crawled over to Joanna and let her take me in her mouth. I immediately felt how close I was. The short break had done nothing to make me last longer. I moaned as Joanna pressed her lips against the base of my cock. Nobody had ever taken me that deep before. I closed my eyes and saw white flashes dance across the inside of my eyelids. I heard Joanna’s moans grow louder and louder.

         ‘I’m going to cum any second now, Joanna!’ My voice almost sounded desperate. I didn’t want this to end and I also didn’t want to finish before I had given her what she wanted. What she was trying to reach. She let go of me with her mouth.

         ‘Oh, I’m close too… so close. Faster, Jonathan!’ Jonathan grunted. Sweat trickled down his forehead.

         ‘Cum for me, darling!’ Jonathan sounded out of breath. ‘Cum for me, and we will cum for you!’

         It was as if his words unlocked her orgasm. The same second as the last word left his lips, she started shaking. Her moans became more and more unarticulated. Her body twitched.

         ‘Hold me, Jonathan!’ she screamed.

         Jonathan grabbed her hips, pushed as deeply into her as he could and stayed there. It was amazing to see her cum. Her movements. Her noises. Her total and complete pleasure. I was kneeling in front of her with my cock in my hand and I had lost track of time and space.

         ‘I want you to cum inside of me, Santa-Boy.’ Joanna’s orgasm had left her eyes glistening. She was radiating pure satisfaction. ‘Lie down. Let me make you cum. And you too, Jonathan. I want you to cum all over me! But watch the hair, we have a party to get back to after all.’

         I got on my back in the yellow ocean of flowers. Joanna straddled me and started to move. Back and forth. Faster and faster. She didn’t have to work very hard. In just a couple of seconds I felt a tingling sensation in my balls. It spread quickly. My whole body tensed up. I felt like I was about to explode. I had heard that expression so many times before. To feel like you’re exploding. But I had never experienced it until this day. It was magical. I looked deep into Joanna’s eyes and couldn’t hold back any longer. Apparently, I screamed. They told me afterwards. But I couldn’t remember. All I remembered was Joanna’s eyes as I pumped my warm semen into her amazing pussy.

         When I had emptied the last drop of my seed inside of her, I became aware of Jonathan’s presence again. First a moan. Then the rest. Joanna had turned towards him with me still inside of her. She was jerking him off. And then he came too. All over Joanna’s breasts. Little streams of sperm found their way down her stomach towards me. Joanna laughed. So did Jonathan. All I could do was lie there with a smile on my face.

          
      

         That was the first time I slept with Joanna and Jonathan, but not the last. It turned out that Jonathan was a silent investor in all Joanna’s movies. And even if nobody really noticed his influence, he had a lot of it. From that day, there was always a part for Santa-Boy in Joanna’s movies. I know it wasn’t really thanks to my acting skills. They valued certain other abilities more highly.
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         She scratched the inside of her arm with her long, perfectly manicured nails. The nails left pink scratch marks on her olive skin. If she had applied a little bit more pressure, she would have drawn blood.

         It burned. It felt good. She needed to feel something more than the restlessness that had her in its grip and drove her insane. At first, she thought it was the damn outfit that was itchy, but then she realised that it wasn’t because of the old Mrs. Claus outfit. It was because of something much worse…

         A phantom itch had taken over her body. She felt it in her scalp. When she raised her hand to her hair for a discreet scratch, it travelled down to her shoulders and then it continued down over her chest and stomach. She had a look around in the silent room and tried to find something to focus her eyes on and forget about the imagined itch. A coffee thermos, an old poster, anything but one of the chronically horny people that were all staring at her. She knew that all it took was a mischievous glance for her to relapse again. She decided that it was worth the risk, knowing that apathy would drive her mad. Just as she grabbed the microphone and brought it to her plump lips, the phantom itch wandered past her belly button and down towards her groin. The audience held their breath as if they were all expecting her to give the microphone a blowjob. Her mouth felt dry and in one last desperate attempt to stop the itch, she broke the ear-piercing silence:

         ‘My name is Benita Jensen, and I am a sex addict.’ The silent humming from the audience made her lose track and she cursed silently to herself.

         ‘It has…’ she interrupted herself and felt the phantom itch move quickly across her pubic mound. ‘It has been six….’ In the corner of her eye she saw that her aptly-timed pause had made a couple of people in the audience giggle with a horny sparkle in their eyes.

         Benita looked up at the ceiling and clenched her jaws to stop a moan from leaving her lips as the phantom itch tickled her labia and grew into a grenade of microscopic, little touches. She crossed her legs and hoped that the slight change in position wouldn’t be noticeable from the other side of the podium. She held the microphone so hard in her left hand that her knuckles were turning white. Benita grabbed the edges of the glass podium with the other hand and struggled to finish her sentence.

         ‘It has now been sixteen days since I fuck…’ she interrupted herself and tried again: ‘…since I relapsed. It was a relapse that cost me my job. I…’

         Benita hesitated for a second, but then vivid memories of the incident flooded her mind and she started talking.

         ‘It was the first day of December. Me and my colleague had just finished our first shift as Mr. and Mrs. Claus in the mall. One of the fathers there had fucked me with his eyes during the whole last hour of my shift and, yes, I had fucked him right back with looks of my own.’

         The people in her audience were all as horny and sexually frustrated as she was, and her racy language made it look like at least half of them came in their seats.

         ‘I sat there for that whole last hour, cursing myself. You know the feeling. You are so fucking horny. You have promised yourself that enough is enough. No more quickies with strangers in the grocery store, no spontaneous threesomes after a night out. No more. But. Then he shows up there, pretending to enjoy it when his son gets to play with the other kids and make a wish to the fake Santa, when all he really wants to do is to fuck Mrs. Claus. I could have kept it in my pants, I swear. There is nothing less arousing than playing Mrs. and Mr. Claus in the middle of an ocean of screaming little children. It was just that he looked like Hugh Jackman. You know. Identical. One look from him and I could feel my panties get wet. It was fucking torture.’

         Benita paused, had a sip of water and felt pleased with herself. She had gotten over her worst nerves and the audience was listening attentively. She had fought it for sixteen days. She had managed to cool herself off with cold baths, reality shows and a very garlic-heavy diet that made her breath unbearable for both herself and others. The phantom itch had appeared once per day or so, but she had always managed to get it under control before getting her vibrator or calling a fuck buddy. Benita had taken back her clit control. Without going into too many details, that was what her best friend Janina called it. Now she was standing here in front of a group of sex addicts, telling them a war story.

         She knew that she should be ashamed. They were all there to treat years of sex addiction, but she couldn’t help it. She enjoyed pushing these people to their limits. She was only at the beginning of her, at least in this context, forbidden sexcapade, and the complete silence while everyone waited patiently for her to continue was electric.

         ‘So I sat there next to Mr. Claus and assisted him by taking notes of all the children’s stupid wishes as I fantasised about fucking the Wolverine’s twin’s brains out. I had a devil on one shoulder and an angel – in my case a nun – on the other. Such a cliché. The nun tried to convince me that I should restrain myself. She told me that the last hundred or so men and women that I had fucked in threesomes and orgies were all proof of my addiction and disease. That all the intercourse, all the blowjobs, all the sexy women that I had licked until they came and all the ejaculations that I had squeezed out of men were all just… I don’t know. Something bad. She said that what I have always seen as pleasure had been bad for me – that my need to feel a hard cock inside of me or a warm tongue on my clit wasn’t healthy.’

         Benita took another dramatic pause and looked out over her audience. Some of them, mostly the men of course, were holding their breath as if they were scared that even the tiniest sound would interrupt her.

         ‘The devil on my left shoulder though…’ her words made the people in the front row jump with surprise. ‘…fuck. She did everything she could to try to convince me that the nun was wrong. That a hot fuck was worth everything.’

         Suddenly, memories from her last ménage á troís washed over her. Benita and her friend Clarissa – they were friends with benefits – had invited a guy over. A guy that Clarissa had met on Tinder a couple of days earlier. They felt like playing. When they first texted him he had turned down their offer to meet. He said he was going out for beers with his buddies. But after receiving a sexy selfie of Benita and Clarissa followed by the text: How about a blowie, mister?, his plans changed immediately.

         Benita giggled at the memory and blushed when she saw how the audience looked at her. They wanted to hear more. She wasn’t sure if she had actually told them about her memories of if they had read her mind somehow, but she could see that they followed the story as if it was the most exciting plot in the world.

         The memories kept washing over her. The guy had showed up at their door faster than Clark Kent could have flown there, and Benita remembered how Clarissa had opened the door to let him in. There was no greater superpower than femininity and nothing simpler than the mind of a man, as Clarissa always said.

         A very handsome and very fuckable man stepped into the flat. His name was Mike. Benita showed up behind Clarissa and handed a drink to their new playmate.

         ‘I swear, he got a boner the moment he saw us, even though we were still dressed.’ Benita heard herself say in a horny fog to the audience that seemed to be floating in front of her like shadowy figures in a dream. ‘We headed to the bedroom and I pushed Mike down in an armchair. As soon as he had gotten his tight ass down in the armchair, I got two straps. You know, the kind that you use to secure moving boxes on a trailer.’ She pictured Mike. He had looked surprised to begin with and then he had laughed. He said something about loving horny chicks that liked to tie him down.

         Benita didn’t answer him. She just tied him to the armchair. Hard. One strap around his legs and one that kept his upper body tied to the back of the chair. She massaged his huge cock through the fabric of his jeans and then she pulled them down to his knees along with his boxers. After spending a moment admiring the impressive boner that was pointing straight up towards her, she considered giving it a little taste. The big, shiny head was so tempting.

         ‘I imagined how great it would feel to straddle him right away. To feel him slide into me and then ride him in a way that he would never forget. But I didn’t do it. It wasn’t part of our plan. This was our night, and I could see that Mike was getting close enough as it was. He would probably have emptied his warm, sticky load in my mouth if I so much as licked a little bit on the tip.’

         One of the women in the back of the room cleared her throat, and when Benita looked at her she blushed. She really had their attention now.

         It was so strange that nobody in the room had interrupted her monologue. That nobody had told her to stop. That she even told them this. Benita felt confused about it all. She was only supposed to briefly tell them about her relapse and what consequences it had. And that was what she had decided to do when she stepped in through the doors half an hour earlier. Instead, she was standing here in front of a group of addicts, telling them in detail about her latest threesome. And she was doing all this while wearing the same Mrs. Claus costume as she had worn when she got fired after fucking a family man in a fitting room during her work shift. It was something in the air, she could feel it. An invisible fog full of pheromones. Whatever it was, it wasn’t only affecting her. It was affecting everyone in the room. Everyone’s eyes were glassy and their pupils were huge. It looked like they had all snorted a bunch of coke before the meeting and they were horny as fuck. Even the female group leader had put her notepad in her lap and was agitatedly shaking her foot. Benita surprised herself again by continuing to speak. It was as if her voice had a life on its own.

         ‘Mike sat there like a good boy, watching us with a ball gag in his mouth. We were prepared with Clarissa’s huge collection of sex toys. She had everything from a simple rabbit to dildos in five different sizes and the butt plug that she only used for special occasions. We ripped each other’s clothes off and surrendered to our desire. I glanced over at Mike as he sat there in his chair, frustrated and with the biggest erection I had ever seen.

         ‘You should have seen his face when Clarissa started playing with me for real. He had this bulging vein in his forehead and it matched the pulsating vein on his cock.’

         She remembered how Clarissa had started to touch herself as her tongue explored Benita. When Clarissa was wet enough, she slid an egg-shaped vibrator in between her legs and moaned. Benita was holding the control and when she pushed the start button, the egg started vibrating violently. Clarissa moaned louder and louder and Benita threw the control to Mike, who snapped out of his horny trance, albeit briefly.

         The frustrated look on his face when he was reminded of the straps around his body was priceless. The control flew past him and landed on the floor and the armchair almost tipped over as he desperately and unsuccessfully tried to reach for it. All he could do was sit there with his pulsating boner and watch Clarissa taking care of Benita, using both her tongue and a huge dildo.

         ‘In the middle of all the fun I reminded myself that I should get Mike’s number to play with him alone at another time. The primal gaze that wandered over our bodies and then locked eyes with me was probably one of the sexiest things I’ve ever seen. And that cock.’ Benita whistled and every single person in her audience inhaled sharply. She smelled a very familiar scent tickle her nostrils. Pheromones. Of course. The whole room was drenched in a seductive scent of arousal and expectation. The promise of sex.

         ‘That cock was magnificent. For a second I almost wanted to free Mike from his voyeur-prison and put his rock-hard erection in my mouth to see how it felt. But then Clarissa found that perfect balance. Her eager tongue tickled my clit and the wonderful dildo fucked me in just the right spot, making me lose control completely. A couple of minutes later my face was covered in her juices, mixed with my own spit.’

         When Clarissa collapsed on the bed after her intense orgasm, Benita couldn’t restrain herself any longer. Mike sat there in the armchair, ready and with eyes as black as the night, breathing heavily. She walked up to him and straddled the armrests of the chair so that her newly licked pussy hovered in front of his face. He moaned and Benita could feel his warm breath tickle her labia. She let Mike tickle her with his tongue for a moment before she lowered her swollen labia down over his massive erection.

         Mike whimpered and tried to push himself upwards. Benita leaned forward, took the ball gag out of his mouth and whispered:

         ‘Did you think that we would leave you in the armchair all by yourself? All horny, frustrated and untamed?’

         Mike nodded and tried to answer her, but his mouth was too dry. Benita brought a finger to his lips and smiled.

         ‘My plan is to torture you,’ she said and pushed her index finger into his mouth. ‘But I can’t resist test driving that amazing cock of yours.’

         When she lowered herself down again, Mike moaned and Benita decided that enough was enough.

         ‘I wanted him inside of me. To fuck him fast and mercilessly until he begged me for permission to cum.’ Benita felt the fire burn inside of her as those words left her lips, and she began to get hornier and hornier. She kept remembering her steamy date, and, in the corner of her eye, she saw how her audience couldn’t hold back any longer.

         Benita rode Mike. It had almost been a month but she could still feel the sensation of his rock-hard cock when she let him penetrate her. How it felt to press her naked body against his t-shirt and the chest underneath it. She heard moans and gasps and through the horny fog she saw how the rest of the people in the room let go of their inhibitions.

         Some of them touched themselves. The group leader had thrown his notepad on the floor and was now pushing a hungry face against his crotch.

         ‘When he was all the way inside of me, moaning and begging me for permission to cum, I stepped off his pulsating cock. Even if I must admit it was hard. But who doesn’t love to tease?’

         Mike moaned again. He looked at Benita and his eyes were filled with surprise and frustration.

         ‘Didn’t we tell you that this is our night, not yours?’ Benita looked at Mike and smiled mischievously. ‘Or did we forget to tell you it’s girl’s night?’

         Mike squirmed in the homemade prison. His rock-hard cock moved back and forth with his movements and Benita couldn’t take her eyes off it. The wet erection rocked from side to side like a pendulum, hypnotising her and driving her crazy.

         ‘The more I looked at that veiny, hard cock, the more I felt that I just couldn’t leave him like that – all unsatisfied.’ Benita continued to preach to the audience that was now busy making sweaty love on the floor or touching themselves, moving closer and closer to forbidden orgasms.

         ‘So, I decided to ride him. I rubbed myself against him until I came with his big cock deep inside of me before I stepped off and let him empty his load all over the floor, and his stomach.’

         Benita fell silent and studied her audience for a while before she stepped down from the podium. She felt as if she had just fucked. She felt happy. Satisfied and horny all at once.

         The ring of people around her were all too busy feeding their own addictions to take notice of her. The room smelled of sex and she almost thought that she could see pheromones in the air. To her left, a woman in a suit screamed as a she climaxed with a young phone salesman’s face between her legs. He looked up and smiled with her juices dripping from his cheeks.

         A businessman reached the culmination of his orgasm on the other side of the room and came all over a female sponsor, who received the warm semen with joyful moans.

         Benita loved and hated the whole situation. They were all here to break their bad habits and live a less destructive life. Instead, they were invited to experience a new level of ecstasy.

         Benita realised that every member of the group was fucking, one way or another. It was a sight that would have made any monk or nun abandon their vows of chastity.

         She relived the sensation of the forbidden meeting with the family man. How it had felt when they left the crowd to meet in one of the store’s fitting rooms.

         Benita’s focus shifted between the orgy that was taking place all around her and the memory of the horny dad whose hard and forbidden cock penetrated her in the back of the empty store. Memories of how the intercourse smelled aroused her. The pheromones aroused her as she imagined the stranger fucking her with his hard cock. His breath against her neck and his whispering lips. The primal desire they both gave in to after fucking each other with their eyes for so long. Surprisingly enough, Benita had come before the horny family man, so she let him finish up by emptying his load all over her chest.

         Benita wasn’t sure if her friends in the SAA circle had kept it in their pants or if they had surrendered to their horny impulses. A loud moan of satisfaction echoed between the walls in unison and answered her question. Every single person in the group seemed to have found a new sexual Nirvana. It would take a lot more meetings to keep this group away from sexual activities.
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         Helena woke up and realised that everything had changed. She looked out the window and saw the sprawling snowflakes land on the windowsill. The sky was covered with white clouds and she could see a couple of spots of blue sky here and there. Dawn cast a strange shimmer over everything and made it all look almost unreal. Like when the sun suddenly shines down between dark clouds after a storm. For some reason, it felt ominous.

         A storm was coming.

         The window next to the bed was huge. There was a marble bench below it and on top of the bench lay a white sheepskin and a couple of colourful pillows with birds on them. Mona’s flat was very colourful compared to Helena and Paul’s house. Their house was white, white and white with a couple of silver details – maybe even a blue blanket – but Mona definitely hadn’t held back. The curtains were yellow and the wallpapers were green and covered with leaves and flowers and patterns. There was a geometrical lamp hanging from the ceiling with a naked lightbulb in the middle. The roof was painted dark grey and made the bedroom feel luxurious somehow.

         Helena wrapped the duvet around her naked body and walked silently across the wooden floors. She sat down on the marble bench – careful to sit on the sheepskin to avoid giving her warm behind a shock. She looked outside and all she could see were snow-covered fields. December had almost reached its climax and this year, it seemed like the weather gods would be kind. Everybody wanted a white Christmas. Maybe Helena did too, deep down. Somewhere inside of her, there was a child who longed for that special Christmas spirit. She wondered when she had last felt it. She tried to remember, but couldn’t. It was almost 9 AM, even if it really didn’t feel like it to her. Her body and her soul still wanted it to be night, stillwanted to rest in the safety of night, where reality was paused momentarily.

         She envied Mona, who was sleeping like a baby. The duvet had slipped down and her breasts were exposed. She was lying on her back and her breasts fell out to the sides like two soft pillows. Her nipples looked soft and warm. Her chest moved with her breath and although her face was relaxed, it looked like she was smiling in her sleep. She had one arm stretched out over her head and she was resting her soft cheek against it. One of her knees peeked out from the duvet. It was a little dirty and scratched up. Helena smiled and remembered the night before. Mona must have gotten the scratch when she fell down to her knees in front of Helena, pulled down her underwear and… Helena tilted her head back and closed her eyes. She hugged her legs up towards her stomach. Her heart raced when she thought about what had happened the night before. How Mona had undressed her slowly and planted little kisses along her naked legs. How Mona’s fingers had wandered along the inside of her thighs until they found her labia. The soft, warm tongue that had licked her hard bud with wide strokes. Mona’s smooth and gentle hands that had gripped Helena’s ass and pulled her groin against her mouth. Her fingers that had no problem finding the right spot inside of her and that teased all of her sensitive nerves in there. Helena had never experienced anything that felt as good as that. She had never been touched in a way that reflected her lover’s passion and desire. She had never had an orgasm together with someone else before… And afterwards, when they were completely exhausted and lay naked next to each other on the bed, she hadn’t felt the urge to get out of there as quickly as possible. On the contrary, she had wanted to stay there, bathing in their juices. She had wanted to do it all again. Let’s just say that wasn’t normally the way she felt after sex.

         The room was warm and humid, but she could feel the cold from the window behind her like a cool caress through her duvet. It all felt surreal. She had always suspected that there was something inside of her that she hadn’t explored yet, something that was too close to the truth for her to dare to open the door and have a look at it. Not in her wildest dreams would she have thought that it would expose itself to her the year of her 50th birthday. Everything felt strange and confusing. Memories from the day before, a growing worry about the near future and a heaviness in her soul all fought for her attention. If she had only realised it sooner…

         She felt a sadness in her chest, but at the same time, she felt more at ease than ever before. It was as if her foundation had changed, it felt sturdier. She wasn’t sinking anymore. Now she had both feet on the ground and she felt steadier than ever. Helena felt it so clearly that her eyes filled with tears and when she opened them up, she could hear her tears fall onto the duvet. But she didn’t feel that anxiety that always used to weigh her down. She felt lighter. Goosebumps covered her arms. It was time to talk to Paul.

         ‘Come back…’ Mona said quietly from the bed. She rolled over to her side and lifted the duvet up. It looked very tempting. Helena smiled at her and squinted her eyes. She felt shy now that Mona could see her lovesick face in the morning light. Helena hadn’t found another person intimidating in this way for a long time. But now she felt both terrified and determined at the same time. She was completely sure what it was that she wanted to do, and what made her happier than she had ever been. But at the same time she was scared that Mona would disappear or that something would go wrong. Being this happy just couldn’t be this easy, right?

          
      

         Paul was sat at the kitchen table when Helena came home. He was reading a newspaper and their house felt so pale and boring in comparison to Mona’s eccentric and colourful home. Paul had a sip of his coffee. It looked like he had just woken up. It was the Christmas holidays after all, so she wasn’t surprised. She had smelled the toast all the way from the garage and her stomach grumbled. All she’d had for breakfast was Mona and she was wondering if Paul would be able to see it on her face somehow…

         ‘Did you have a good night?’ Paul asked as she sat down at the table and put two slices of bread in the toaster. He didn’t look up from the news article that he was reading.

         ‘It was wonderful. I loved every second of it,’ Helena said honestly and felt her pulse rise and her heart beat as loud as a drum. Paul nodded. He probably wasn’t listening. He had the ability to put himself on autopilot. It was as if he had stored all the platitudes needed for a courteous conversation in the back of his head, ready to be used when he needed them. In that way, Paul could keep doing what he was doing without making the person who was talking to him feel completely ignored. Not that Helena needed confirmation from him anymore. She hadn’t needed that for years now. In the beginning she had liked it – it had made her feel free – but lately she had mostly been feeling lonely. Until Mona stepped into her life.

         She watched him as he sat there. How he slowly licked his index finger to get a better grip of the thin paper every time he turned the page. She wasn’t sure that he was even aware of this habit. His eyes scanned the new page and she could see that he stopped momentarily when a headline managed to capture his interest. The day was tranquil and silent outside the window and the sky had turned completely white since she’d left Mona’s place. The snow was falling faster and more impatiently, as if the weather matched her thoughts.

         ‘And how have you been?’ she said to break the silence. All she could think about was what she really wanted to tell Paul. The words almost poured out of her on their own. She knew she wouldn’t be able to ignore the butterflies in her stomach for long. Fuck, she didn’t want to ignore them. She wanted to start over, now. She wanted to skip the step of leaving something old behind and just be embraced by the new right away, without hurt feelings, guilt and other consequences. She wanted to teleport herself to Mona’s warm bed, back to Mona’s naked skin against hers. Helena pressed her lips together to keep it all in for a little bit longer.

         ‘That’s great, hun,’ Paul said and looked at her. He smiled. There was something condescending in his voice, but Helena couldn’t identify what it was. Paul didn’t have any more questions. He simply wasn’t interested in Helena’s experiences anymore.

         She took a bite of her toast and looked out through the window. She listened to the sound of Pauls breath and the coffee maker on the kitchen counter. The house smelled like their old attic. All the Christmas decorations were stored in boxes up there for the rest of the year and each time it was time to deck the halls, the scent of the attic spread throughout the house, mingled with the scent of the Christmas tree. This year, Paul had dragged the tree into the house and dressed it while she was with Mona. They normally dressed it together. They had never done it without each other, except for this year. Still, Paul said nothing about it. He just let it go, just like he did with most things. He was so busy with his own stuff that he barely noticed what was going on around him. He was one of those guys who could tell a really inappropriate joke at a funeral without even noticing how awkward it was.

         ‘The Christmas tree looks great,’ she said.

         ‘Right?’ he answered, still with his eyes fixed at the news article.

         Helena sighed and stood up. Paul obviously wasn’t interested and it made her feel restless. Almost annoyed. The words that she knew she was going to say tickled the roof of her mouth. I’m leaving you. I am about to leave you. I will leave you. She cleared her throat and got herself a cup of coffee. She glanced at his wide back as she poured herself some coffee. He was wearing a t-shirt saying: ‘Beer built this body.’

         ‘I’m going to take a bath,’ she said. She needed to get out of the kitchen.

         ‘But you haven’t finished your breakfast.’

         Helena was already on her way to the bathroom with her cup. She knew that there was no point going back to answer him and she knew that Paul didn’t really expect her to. All that mattered to him that he had said what he wanted to say. And if she walked back to the kitchen now, she knew that she probably wasn’t going to be able to keep her secret, and now wasn’t the right time. Helena wondered if it would ever be the right time.

         There was a small, frosted glass window in the bathroom. The white winter day lit up the room and almost made the bathroom lamp unnecessary. The snow fell outside the window and calmed her down somehow. Nothing could get to her in here. Helena put the cup down on a wooden stool next to the bath and turned on the tap. The sound of the water drowned out everything else as she looked at her reflection in the mirror. Her hair was a sweaty mess after her night with Mona, but otherwise she thought that she had an unusually good posture and looked prouder than normal – she was glowing. She pulled her jumper over her head and threw it on the floor. Grabbed her breasts with both hands and weighed them in the palms of her hands. Squeezed them. Sighed. Stared at herself in the mirror and remembered Mona’s hungry gaze.

         The memory instantly made her nipples turn to stiff little buttons.

         It was so simple to give into the wonderful and steamy memories. It was a coping mechanism.

         Mona had devoured Helena. Her mouth had tasted every inch of her. Especially her nipples that were still red and swollen after all the attention. They were bigger than normal and the slightest touch made impulses of desire shoot throughout Helena’s body. She couldn’t stop thinking about Mona’s soft hands and tongue – her primal confidence in bed. The memories made Helena’s body vibrate. She smiled to herself and then she closed the bathroom door and took off the rest of her clothes.

         Her skin welcomed the hot water when she lowered herself into the tub. She placed the heart-shaped pillow behind her neck and stretched out her legs, her feet resting on the edge. She took a deep breath and waited for the water to calm down and the bath to become silent before she brought her hand to her vulva and pressed a little. She slipped a finger in between her labia and played a little with her now stiff clitoris. The hot water found its way into all her folds and she shivered with pleasure.

         Helena closed her eyes, fingered herself playfully and moaned. She sighed. The fingers moving through the warm water made a lovely sound She moved two fingertips in tiny circles. She felt her vagina wake up – her body also remembered Mona’s amazing touch from the night before. Images of their time together played on the inside of her eyelids and her body longed for more. She smiled and pressed down on her clitoris – hard. Her sudden movement made some water splash out of the tub and a revealing splash echoed in the bathroom. The sound turned into a persistent tingle in Helena's stomach. It was as if the sound carried all the secrets of what she was doing. She moved her fingers faster, moved her hand in circles over her sensitive vagina until she felt herself closing in on her climax. Then she slowed down and gently tickled her clitoris with the tip of her index finger – teasing herself until it was almost painful. Her pulsating vagina was almost as hot as the water now. Helena pouted her lips and frowned. Her cheeks felt warm and she was blushing. She couldn’t remember that she had ever touched herself like this in their shared bathroom. It was time for a change. She took a deep breath and held it for a second, getting ready to reach climax, when she was suddenly interrupted by the bathroom door opening with a load bang. Helena screamed and turned around. Paul raised his eyebrows.

         ‘I have to take a shit, can you close the shower curtain?’

         Helena sank into the water until her head was under water.

          
      

         It was a couple of days before Christmas and Helena had bit her down to the quick. Paul was doing what he always did this time of year. He prepared Christmas food, sang along to the Christmas songs on the radio and stuffed his face with gingerbread topped with blue cheese. His very normal behaviour provoked her. Couldn’t he see that she had changed? Didn’t he notice her glow? Wasn’t he aware that she had been dead inside until now? Was he simply not interested or was he in denial of the fact that their relationship was dying? Or was he stupid? Maybe she shouldn’t expect him to notice? He didn’t even notice when she cut her hair or bought a new perfume. Just looking at him almost took away the amazing feeling of Helena’s epiphany about herself.

         She would tell him today. She had made her mind up. It was what it was. She couldn’t bare their pale existence any longer and also, she longed for Mona. She longed for her true self and she knew she couldn’t be who she needed to be with him. Helena tried to find the right time to tell Paul all day and finally, when the snow had finally stopped falling in the afternoon, she decided that it was time.

         Paul was admiring the tree when Helena showed up behind him. She cleared her throat. Her heart was racing and a very uncomfortable sensation spread in her stomach. She felt just like she did before she was about to give a big speech. Her knees were even trembling a little.

         ‘Hey, Paul. I think we need to talk,’ she started and instantly felt a little bit calmer, knowing it was actually happening. She had to tell him. It wasn’t fair to either of them if she kept ignoring it.

         ‘Alright,’ he said and squatted down to correct a silvery ornament that hung a bit too far to the left. He kept humming along to ‘Feliz Navidad’ which was playing in the background. He didn’t even turn his head towards her. What was he even doing?

         ‘Are you listening?’ she continued.

         ‘Yes?’ Now he stood up and looked at her. He looked confused. Helena wasn’t sure if she should pity him or if she should be angry. Maybe he really didn’t understand what was about to happen.

         ‘Yes, as I said… I think we need to talk.’

         ‘I heard you the first time,’ Paul said. He sounded irritated and raised his eyebrows. She knew that look. She had seen it before and it meant something like: ‘You are being unreasonable, Helena,’ or, ‘Let’s calm down for a moment.’ It felt like a fragile rubber band was tensing inside of her and she knew that it would snap in two any moment now. Her plan had been to be nice and kind, but her impulse control wasn’t the best. Paul looked at her with a smug expression on his face and that was enough for her to explode.

         ‘I want a divorce,’ she said and positioned herself with her legs slightly apart. Paul opened his mouth to say something but she interrupted him before he could find the words. ‘You and I haven’t been good for years and I have changed,’ she continued calmly and crossed her arms over her chest. She was just about to explain what she meant when Paul exploded. His whole body opened up somehow.

         ‘Excuse me? What the fuck are you talking about? Have you met someone else, or what?’ While he talked he rushed out into the kitchen and paced back and forth between the fridge and the kitchen table. ‘I can’t believe this,’ he muttered to himself. Helena followed him and felt invigorated in some strange way.

         ‘Yes, I have actually. Months ago. And you didn’t even notice,’ she answered him and had to hold back a sly smile. It wasn’t her intention to be that mean, but his reaction really got her going.

         ‘Is that right? Fuck, Helena. Holy fuck. That’s all I have to say, really. Who are you? Do you know how many women I could have slept with during all these years but passed on to not ruin our relationship?’ Paul was talking fast. He was really upset now. He had already tried to take off his wedding ring a couple of times without success. He probably hadn’t taken it off in decades. Has finger had grown around the shiny gold like a wooden trunk over an old fence. Now he tried again and it made his face all red. Helena stared at him. She suspected that he would have a total meltdown, but she was a bit surprised by the fact that it happened so instantly. It was almost as if he had waited for her to say something so that she would give him an opportunity to be the victim – making her the bad guy. As if their horrible relationship was her responsibility and as if she had now failed and had to be punished for it. Did he think that it was admirable to stick it out? That he was a good person because he had sacrificed his own happiness and dreams for her?

         ‘That is very kind of you that you stopped yourself when you really wanted to do it,’ Helena said and rolled her eyes. ‘As far as I know, you have never shown interest in a woman as long as I’ve been around.’

         ‘You are sick!’ Paul screamed and banged his fist on the kitchen counter. Helena jumped and took a couple of steps backwards. There was something triumphant in his eyes that didn’t really match the situation.

         ‘I am?’ she said and gestured towards his fist, which seemed to make him even more upset.

         He stared at her with dark eyes, shook his head and began to breathe quickly and shallowly, as if he was trying to show her how close she was to making him explode.

         ‘So, who the fuck have you been sleeping with?’ he asked after a moment of silence. His voice sounded mechanical and thick. He stared at her.

         ‘It doesn’t matter. You and I have grown apart and…’ Helena started.

         ‘Who the fuck is it?’ he said again and threw his arms out to the sides.

         ‘It doesn’t matter, don’t you get that? Whoever it is…’

         That was all Helena managed to say before Paul lost it completely. Before she could even think the word Christmas, he was standing in front of his beloved tree, trembling. He clenched his fists so hard that his knuckles whitened. He was shaking.

         ‘Paul? This is nobody’s fault. We have to be able to talk like adults…’ Helena said, trying to calm him down.

         ‘Doesn’t matter?! Nobody’s fault?!’ Paul interrupted. He turned his head towards her and looked at her with scorn. ‘You are the one who has fucked someone else.’

         ‘Think about how you’re acting, Paul,’ Helena said.

         ‘Who the fuck should think about their actions here?’ he growled at her.

         Then everything happened fast. The door to the back porch flew open and Paul grabbed the Christmas tree with both hands. He pulled at it to get it out of its stand. His jerky movement made the ornaments rattle on the tree and a couple of them fell to the floor. Miraculously, they didn’t break.

         ‘Paul… stop it. Please calm down,’ Helena said.

         ‘Is it your new colleague? That smug fuck? I’m going to kill him…’ Paul muttered to himself as he dragged the tree over the floor towards the patio door. Their expensive wooden floor was covered in branches, water and glitter. ‘Switch me out for a younger man, go ahead, like some fucking…’

         ‘It’s Mona!’ Helena interrupted him.

         Paul stopped for a moment, holding the tree in a steady grip. It was silent for a couple of seconds. All they could hear was ‘Feliz Navidad; it seemed never to end. Paul’s skin turned redder and redder and his gaze wandered from the tree, to the garden and back to Helena. He took a deep breath and let out a sound that could only described as a deep and primal growl. Then he pushed himself out through the patio door with the tree in his arms. He walked through the snow barefoot. He had completely forgotten about shoes in his fit of rage.

         ‘Paul…’ Helena shouted but he didn’t even hear her. The ornaments flew in all directions and landed in the snow along the path as Paul made his way towards the gate. When he had made it halfway there, he stumbled and landed on his knees in the deep snow – still with the tree in his arms. His naked feet screamed for protection from the cold.

         ‘FUCK!’ he shouted and looked up at the white sky. Helena’s jaw dropped. Paul had never lost it like this before. He was acting completely insane. When he was done screaming he got back on his feet and started dragging the tree behind him again. All their ornaments and other Christmas decorations were scattered over the garden and the whole scene reminded Helena of how Pluto throws himself at the Christmas tree to catch Chip and Dale in that Christmas episode with Donald Duck. He got the gate open and threw the tree out. It landed on the ploughed driveway and the sound of the first ornament to actually break filled the air. A couple of passers-by raised their hands to their mouths in surprise and stopped to look at the spectacle.

         ‘FUCKING SHIT!’ Paul screamed and stumbled around in the garden – completely unaware of his audience. He hastily began to pull away the Christmas lights from the tree. ‘MONA?!’ he roared and threw a quick glance at Helena as he crouched to pick up the Christmas tree again. ‘Are you serious?’ His voice was loud and high-pitched.

         ‘Can we talk about this inside?’ Helena tried again but there was no use. There was no getting to Paul now. He took a couple of steps back and spotted the shocked neighbours that were watching them. A couple of people had even stepped out into their gardens and looked curiously in Paul and Helena’s direction. Helena wanted to sink into the ground.

         ‘And what the FUCK are you staring at?’ Paul screamed at them before he lifted the tree up over his head and stared at Helena.

         ‘MONA!?’ he screamed again, as if he hated every single letter of her name. He threw the Christmas tree to the ground with such force that the remaining ornaments were crushed into a thousand pieces together with the Christmas lights. Helena covered her face with her arms and took a step back. All that was left of the tree was a naked and torn mess. He clenched his fists in front of him and screamed: ‘ARE YOU A FUCKING LESBIAN NOW?!’

          
      

         Helena opened her eyes and gasped. She had fallen asleep even though she knew she shouldn’t have. It was Christmas morning and she was on the sofa in the living room. It felt like she hadn’t slept at all. Yesterday’s events had left her exhausted. After Paul’s total meltdown in front of the whole neighbourhood, he had continued his rant for hours. He had gone on and on about how she had ruined everything, how he had wasted his life on her and how she was probably just confused and would most likely come crawling back to him in a couple of weeks. Helena knew that she had hurt Paul and she had expected some drama, but this much? He had never reacted like this before. He had always been so cool and collected, so much so that Helena had even wondered if he had real feelings. He had been desensitised and comfortable and he had lost all ambition.

         She would have left him even if Mona hadn’t showed up in her life. But he would never believe that now. He would forever be convinced that it was Mona that had brainwashed her. That she had seduced Helena to ruin Paul’s life. If he would only realise that everything didn’t revolve around him, that he wasn’t the sun and everyone else planets. But even if he had shown her yet another bad side the day before, Helena wished him the best. They had lived a whole life together after all, and she understood that the news was shocking to him. She hadn’t really given him a fair warning. She had thrown the pie right in his face. Still, she was so relieved that she had gotten through the worst part that her toes tingled.

         Downstairs was silent. Paul was probably in the bedroom upstairs. Helena checked what time it was. It was just after 7 AM. After waking up and going to bed at the same time for years, she didn’t even have to set her alarm anymore. She always woke up anyway. A creaking sound from the floorboards upstairs told her that Paul was awake. She recognised all the sounds of the house waking up. A door opening, a tap running and a toilet flushing. Helena peeked over the back of the sofa and saw a defeated Paul coming down the stairs. She tilted her head to the side and looked at him. Normally, that gesture radiated care, sympathy and comfort, but now it only seemed to make him feel even smaller. He frowned.

         ‘I’m still angry,’ he muttered before he walked into the kitchen and opened the door to the fridge violently.

         ‘You are allowed to be,’ Helena answered and sat up on the sofa with a sigh.

         They didn’t say a word to each other while Helena packed a little bag and got ready. Paul knew that she was leaving. He kept a safe distance from her and it seemed as if he didn’t even want to look at her. If he wasn’t in the kitchen, he was out shovelling snow in the garden, although it really wasn’t needed. Helena understood exactly what it meant. Sometimes a pause was necessary before picking up the fight again. Even if this wasn’t a fight but an actual breakup, including all the chaos that Helena had feared. At least he hadn’t become violent, she comforted herself. But then again, he had never been violent with her.

         Helena’s heart skipped a beat when she heard the sound of Mona’s yellow cabriolet. A Ford Mustang Cobra from 2003 that was always spotless, regardless of the weather. The roof of the car was down and Helena saw Mona’s blonde hair dancing in the wind as she came driving along. Cindy Lauper was pumping out of her speakers. Girls just wanna have fun echoed throughout the neighbourhood and made the neighbours curious. It was as amazing as it was terrifying.

         It felt like it was all happening in slow motion: Mona drove up to her where she stood by the gate, pushed her black, cat-eyed sunglasses down on the tip of her nose and smiled with perfectly red lips. One of the broken ornaments was crushed even more under one of Mona’s tires – a symbolic farewell to Helena’s past life. Helena’s jaw dropped. Could she be any sexier?

         ‘You wanna go for a ride, sweetheart?’ Mona said and turned off the engine. The question was followed by a moment of charged silence. The situation felt more and more surreal.

         ‘You bet…’ Helena said, threw her luggage into the back seat and winked at Mona. ‘Aren’t you cold?’

         ‘Not too bad. I wanted to put on a little show here in the neighbourhood, give them all something to gossip about…’ Mona answered before she walked around the car and wrapped her arms around Helena. Helena inhaled her scent and let out a sigh of relief. The scent of carnations and citrus fruit brought her back to their latest encounter.

         ‘I think they all have something to gossip about already. Wait until you hear…’ Helena said and laughed over Monas shoulder before she took a step back and looked at her.

         ‘Get in the car, gorgeous. You can tell me on the way,’ Mona said and brushed away a lock of hair from Helena’s cheek. Then she leaned in and kissed her as if they were alone in a private room.

         How Helena had missed Mona’s lips. They were everything that Helena wished that she was herself: powerful and confident and still sensual and soft. It was so easy to sink into the kiss, to meet Mona’s hungry tongue. Helena almost thought that she could hear her neighbours opening their blinds, could feel their eyes burning her skin. The whole neighbourhood was trying to get a glimpse of their moment. Helena pulled away from Mona’s lips and smiled at her like a love-sick teenager.

         ‘Let’s go somewhere with less of an audience,’ Helena giggled and used all of her willpower to not kiss Mona again. A strange and nagging ache took hold of her. She wanted to devour her lover, bathe in her newfound freedom and the fact that she was finally true to herself. It wasn’t just lust and love that made her head feel foggy, it was the liberating epiphany she had just had about her future.

         ‘Yes, I think that sounds like a fucking fantastic idea!’ Paul growled behind them.

         When they turned around they saw him standing there with his arms crossed. His face was red. Mona scoffed at him and got back behind the wheel again, and it was probably in everyone’s best interest for her to stay out of the conversation. Helena sighed and took a couple of steps towards him. His response was to take two steps back and pull a face as if she was the most disgusting thing on earth.

         ‘Paul, you know I never meant to hurt you,’ she said as composed as possible. ‘This is the best thing for both of us, I hope you will be able to see that one day.’

         His eyes were filled with sorrow, and something else. Maybe acceptance. They looked at each other for a couple of long seconds and Helena thought that maybe he understood that she was doing the right thing. But he would never admit that of course. Especially not when her new lover sat in a yellow sports car just a couple of metres away. Helena gave him a quick nod, smiled carefully and sat down next to Mona in the passenger seat. When she looked up again, Paul was already heading back to the house.

          
      

         They slowly exited the village that had been Helena’s home for many years. For most of her adult life, actually. Mona’s hair danced in the breeze and the sun was high in the sky. It felt like they were doing something illegal – forbidden even. They were running away together, like Thelma and Louise. Helena hadn’t felt butterflies in her stomach like this for years. She was floating through the cool winter air. She was a new version of herself. After a while they had to close the roof. It was freezing cold after all.

         The road was empty. The flat landscape moved like waves as they travelled. Here and there a red house swooshed by and interrupted the whiteness outside the car window. The snow swirled around the car. They drove past a couple of churches and little villages as they closed in on Mona’s house. Helena’s whole body was vibrating. From her toes to her throat. A couple of times she accidentally swallowed air and had to burp, and little sighs of relief kept leaving her lips. She was full of emotions. The vibe in the car was electric and bursting with energy, new-found courage and desire. The road ahead of them was full of possibilities and they were finally alone. Helena couldn’t remember the last Christmas when she had felt this good. The holidays were normally filled with irritation, stress and guilt. Paul’s mother had been all but discrete in how much she hated the childlessness as she called it. Helena thought of herself as child-free, rather than childless.

         ‘I’m so happy,’ she said and brushed a lock of hair behind Mona’s ear. Mona kept her eyes on the road and bit her lip while she smiled. Her proud profile created a beautiful silhouette against the winter light.

         ‘Now it’s you and me, sweetheart,’ she answered. Helena recognised the depth in Mona’s voice. The seriousness that she had demonstrated for the first time at their last encounter.

         Helena moved her fingertips gently down Mona’s neck and saw little goosebumps appear. Mona was dressed in a champagne-coloured shirt that was incredibly soft and she wasn’t wearing a bra – of course. The goosebumps must have spread because now Helena could see her stiff nipples through the fabric.

         ‘You're teasing me,’ Mona sighed and squirmed in her seat.

         ‘Can we stop?’ Helena asked and kept playing with the hairs on Mona’s neck.

         ‘I like the way you think,’ Mona answered and two seconds later, she turned on the blinkers. Helena held on to the seat as Mona pulled the car to the side of the road. And then she stepped on the breaks. The car was surrounded by white fields, longing for spring. The air in the car was infiltrated by lustful electricity. Helena felt a strong urge to leave the car so she opened the door, got out and ran over to the driver’s seat. She opened Mona’s door and Mona unbuckled her seatbelt. She was just about to step out of the car when Helena put a hand up as a gesture for her to stop.

         ‘You just sit there and enjoy it,’ she whispered and moved closer. Leaned in and inhaled the scent of her hair and skin. She squatted down in front of Mona and adjusted her position so that she was still sitting down with her legs outside of the car. Mona laughed and let Helena do whatever she wanted. She had started something, and at the end of it, Mona wouldn’t be wearing trousers. Helena looked Mona in the eyes as she unbuttoned her pants and unzipped her zipper. A small sound with big meaning. Helena pulled Mona’s trousers off and hung them over the car door. Mona gasped.

         ‘Now I’m actually a little cold,’ she giggled.

         ‘I think we can change that,’ Helena answered with a smile and spread Mona’s thighs. Her panties were white silk and the shiny fabric shone in the sharp and sunny Christmas morning light. Mona closed her eyes and parted her red lips slightly. Her breath was shallow and full of expectation.

         Helena ran her hands over Mona’s thighs and they felt warm compared to the crisp winter air. Mona trembled and gasped when Helena’s fingers reached her panties and pulled them down until they rested on her ankles, above her black boots.

         Mona’s vagina was now exposed. Her hair was trimmed in a neat triangle and Helena caught a glimpse of her swollen, pink lips. Without inhibitions she kissed the inside of Mona’s thighs all the way up to her groin, where she lingered for a moment and inhaled the scent of Mona’s desire – felt the heat radiate from her warm centre.

         Mona buried her fingers in Helena’s hair, massaged her scalp and pulled her closer. Pulled her towards her pussy as if it was her desire that controlled her. Helena let herself be guided and kissed Mona’s swollen clitoris greedily, kissed her lower lips in a passionate dance. Helena tasted her salty and sour fluids, devoured her and couldn’t get enough. Mona moaned and buried her fingers deeper in Helena’s hair. Helena grabbed her thighs and pulled them wider apart while she kept licking her lover’s wet pussy. She drank her juices and sucked on her little hard bud. Their lustful sounds seemed to travel no further than the narrow radius circling their intertwined bodies, as if their lust had created a vacuum.

         In an eager movement, Helena carefully ran a finger between Mona’s wet labia and into her pulsating pussy. Then she let another finger glide in and she massaged Mona’s most sensitive spot with her fingertips as she kept kissing and sucking on her clitoris. Helena’s wrist hurt a little from the unfamiliar movement, but the pain was outweighed by the beauty of the whole situation. She kept moving her fingers in and out and pressed her wide tongue against Mona until she felt her pussy cramp up. Mona’s thighs started to shake and suddenly something burst inside of her and her juices squirted out of her and trickled down the insides of her thighs and down Helena’s cheeks. Mona gasped and threw her head back. Her vagina pulsated in strong contractions and Mona’s waist vibrated to the same rhythm as her orgasmic screams. Helena held onto her hips and to keep from falling down on the snow-covered asphalt. Suddenly realised how cold her knees were. This time it was her turn to walk out of there with red and scratched knees… Mona moaned, levitated and landed on earth again with a deep sigh. Her legs were limp in Helena’s grip. When Helena slowly started pulling Mona’s panties up again, she opened her eyes and laughed.

         ‘What a great Christmas present,’ she gasped and helped pull her panties up. But Helena had to help her with her trousers.

         ‘That wasn’t your Christmas present,’ Helena said before she leaned over Mona and pulled her trousers up. ‘See it as an appetizer.’ Helena lifted Mona’s legs back into the car and leaned against the door.

         ‘There is something different about you,’ Mona said and tilted her head to the side. ‘You feel braver somehow.’

         Helena gave her a confirmatory smile and closed the door. She looked out over the fields – a white carpet over the flat but wave-like landscape that glistened in the unusually bright December sun. Mona’s sports car was a refreshing splash of yellow in all the white. She thought that maybe a white Christmas wasn’t at all what she wanted anymore. Maybe all she wanted now were colourful Christmases. A warm sensation spread through her chest and butterflies lingered in her stomach. Helena smiled to herself and jumped when Mona honked the horn and rolled down the window.

         ‘Come on!’ she shouted and laughed.

         Helena’s stomach made a little flip and she almost felt nauseous in a strange way. She had looked for this place forever, and she had finally found it. She had finally found herself. The storm had passed and the future looked bright.

         ‘Oh, I’m definitely planning to,’ she answered and had a final look around before she sat down in the passenger seat again.

         She had just made it inside the car when Mona threw herself over her again and kissed her with passion. In only a couple of minutes, the car windows were; foggy and their horny bodies were entangled in the back seat. They stayed there for a long time, like a reflection of the sun on a white sheet of paper. This Christmas was going to be the best Christmas in a long time, and the first of many Christmases just like this one.
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         It’s the first Sunday of December. It is late in the afternoon and the mall is crowded. Glittery garlands hang from the roof and the pillars and everything is red and green – the colours of Christmas. The scent of mulled wine and gingerbread brings up fond memories and joy among the Christmas shoppers. However, there are those in the mall who aren’t filled with Christmas bliss. Sebastian is one of them. His feet hurt and he is sick of smiling. Serving mulled wine to the mall visitors is definitely not his dream job. Especially not when he has to do it wearing a stupid elf costume – pointy ears and all.

         ‘It’s just temporary,’ he repeats to himself over and over again as the feeling of despair sneaks up on him.

         Sebastian is single. He hasn’t decided for how long he wants to stay single though. A relationship is tempting in a lot of ways, but having only broken up with his girlfriend three months ago, he is craving freedom. He doesn’t want to become a slave to demands or obligations. He doesn’t want anything to do with feelings of regret or guilt.

         ‘Are there more almonds?’ a woman asks and points at the empty cup next to the thermos.

         Sebastian looks up and stares straight into a pair of eyes framed by thick eyelashes. She is cute and he likes her voice. His mind races and he imagines their encounter turning into a steamy one. He imagines her taking him to her place and how they end up in her bed. This is just the distraction that he needs.

         He abandons his stiff smile and turns on the charm.

         ‘Of course. I have a whole bag back here. I also like to put almonds in my mulled wine.’

         She gives him a quick smile before looking away, staring nervously at her paper cup. He knows that look. She is not impressed by him. Who would be impressed by a guy dressed as an elf? It’s not really what steamy dreams are made of. Still, he refuses to give up.

         ‘Did you know that the scent of almonds can be arousing?’

         She left without saying a word. Fuck!

         All Sebastian can do is to sigh and put that fake smile on again. He can’t wait for the mall to close at nine. He wants to go home and crash on the sofa. Those who say that all students do is party are liars. His life consists of exams, studying, working and more exams.

         A giggle snaps Sebastian out of his daydream. He looks over at the table opposite him, where they are serving porridge. A bearded Santa with a big belly waves at him and shouts:

         ‘That was a cool pickup-line. Really!’

         Santa’s voice is light and tiny hands peek out of the Santa costume. There must be a woman under that beard. Sebastian is embarrassed and as a reflex, he starts cracking jokes.

         ‘Maybe Mr. Clause can give me some advice? I assume you were a real player before you met Mrs. Clause?’

         ‘Definitely,’ she answers. ‘I only handed out hard packages back then, if you know what I mean?’ She follows up her dirty joke by placing her hand on her hip and winking at him with one eye.

         Sebastian completely forgets about his sore feet and the mall-goers ear-splitting chatter. Finally, someone exciting who can light up his afternoon. And what a conversation they are having! There is nothing better than women who can crack a dirty joke or two, especially if they are the ones initiating the naughtiness.

         ‘So I’ve heard. The elves can’t stop talking about your legendary ornaments… Don’t you get blue balls if you only cum once a year?’

         ‘No, no,’ she says. ‘You must have misunderstood. I like to spread my Christmas cheer all year round. Actually, Christmas is the only time of the year when I manage to get out of bed. If you want an expert’s advice, I can always show you tonight.’

         He smiles. A real smile. He wants to get to know her better.

         The crowd is thinning out in the mall. Sebastian looks at his watch and counts down the last ten minutes. His cheerful Santa has already cleared away the porridge and he assumes that she is washing up in the kitchen now. Her name is Mia. He will fantasise about her tonight, or maybe already in the staff shower. Most of the mall staff has gone home by now and all the flirting had left a heavy, tingling and aching heat between his legs. Every time he thinks about the brown eyes and the sensual voice, red-hot impulses shoot from his head down into his groin. It doesn’t matter that he hasn’t seen her face yet, that he hasn’t even seen her body. There is something about her that intrigues him.

         His mind is overwhelmed by lustful thoughts and he cleans up his station faster than ever before. He folds the table up, waves to his colleagues and wishes them a lovely evening. Then he heads to the changing room. The silence in there is lovely. It allows him to focus on dirty fantasies without distractions. He moans quietly. The moan stems from pent-up desire and transforms into a sigh and the feeling of… yes, what? Melancholy? Shame? After all, he is sitting in a changing room all by himself with a semi-boner, fantasising about a colleague dressed in a beard and a fake belly. You can’t really be more pathetic than that?

         Sebastian pulls his vest over his head. Throws it on top of the slippers and the pointy hat on the floor. Then he frees himself from his tights and opens his locker. He throws the towel over his shoulder and is just about to grab the shampoo bottle when he hears the door open. He throws a quick glance at the newcomer and then he turns his back to the door again. He is just about to pull down his underwear when he freezes. He frowns and looks over his shoulder again.

         A woman is standing inside the door, staring at him. Her black hair is tied up into a ponytail and she smiles at him. Sebastian suddenly realises who it is. Those golden, brown eyes definitely belong to Mia.

         ‘There is no warm water in the ladies’ dressing room. Do you mind if I shower in here?’ she asks.

         His gaze wanders over her soft curves and his cock twitches with excitement. He wraps his towel around his hips. He doesn’t know what to say and his throat is dry. All he can do is stare at her with his mouth half-open.

         ‘I’ll take that as a yes,’ she says.

         Mia turns her back to him, walks over to the bench on the other side of the room and takes her shirt off. The sight of her bare skin and red bra snaps Sebastian back to reality. Was she only making that thing about the hot water up as an excuse to see him? His growing desire is accompanied by insecurity. They have flirted all night long and made it clear that they want to get to know each other. Was it more than just words?

         ‘Holy fuck,’ he whispers to himself as he thinks about the possibility of a steamy encounter.

         He takes a shaky breath, he’s holding his shampoo bottle so tightly that his knuckles go white. He keeps looking at Mia. Her skin looks soft and it takes all of his self-control not to go over there and touch her. There is nothing he would rather do than press her up against the wall and kiss the warm skin on her neck, no doubt about it. But for once, he feels shy, and his shyness makes him hesitate.

         Mia must notice Sebastian’s looks because she turn around and lets her eyes wander up and down his half-naked body carefully, just as he had examined her before. He isn’t a person who goes to the gym several days a week. There is no time for that. Still, he has nothing to be ashamed of. The daily commute on his bike has given him strong calf muscles and thighs and his abs are fairly fit.

         Mia keeps looking at him. Sebastian can’t take his eyes of her plump lips and he imagines that her mouth could bring him unbelievable pleasure. He is so busy with his fantasies that he doesn’t even notice that she is moving closer to him.

         Mia turns her back towards him and pulls her hair over her right shoulder.

         ‘Help me.’

         ‘Huh? What?’ Sebastian says and snaps back to reality. He stares at the back of her bra. It seems easy enough to open, but he isn’t sure if that is what she wants him to do.

         ‘Do you want me to unclasp your bra?’ he clarifies.

         She looks at him over her shoulder. A shy but mischievous smile plays on her lips. Then she looks away again and waits patiently. He realises that she probably won’t give him a clearer answer than that. Sebastian takes a deep breath. This woman makes him feel young and inexperienced like a boy again. Something about the way she behaves drives him crazy.

         He carefully undoes the red bra. He did what she asked him to, but yet, she is just standing there. Frozen. Waiting.

         ‘Ehm…,’ Sebastian says and clears his throat when the silence becomes unbearable.

         ‘The straps too. Pull them down,’ Mia says as if it is the most obvious thing in the world.

         He strokes her soft, warm skin gently as he pulls the straps down over her shoulders. The red bra falls to the floor. Her back and her arms are covered in goosebumps and make him think about her breasts. What shape are they? Does the cool air make her nipples stiff? He is overwhelmed by the desire to spin her around and kiss her but just as he is about to give in to his urges, she picks up her bra and walks back to her spot.

         ‘Are you going to shower now?’ Mia asks, her back still towards him. She is looking for something in her bag.

         Yes, Sebastian needs an ice-cold shower to cool down. He was obviously reading more into the situation than he should. He keeps the towel around his hips and pulls his boxers down underneath it before picking up his shampoo bottle.

         The changing room has three white-tiled showers and they each have a grey shower curtain hanging in front of them for privacy. Sebastian picks the one furthest away and hopes that some physical distance between himself and Mia will help him forget about his fantasies and calm down. But it’s not that simple, and he will soon find out. Although the shower creates a physical barrier between him and the changing room out there, his cock is pulsating and refuses to go limp. There is only one way to get rid of this problem.

         Sebastian puts a hand around his erection. He moves it back and forth and rests the other hand against the tiles for support. Mia is still standing by the lockers a couple of metres away, knowing this sends a jolt of excitement throughout his body. To jerk off with someone else standing in the same room is hotter than expected. Within seconds, his cock is rock-hard and ready to give in. His hand moves faster and faster and his silent moans are drowned out by the shower. Sebastian feels that familiar sensation of the orgasm closing in. His muscles tense up and in, his erection can’t get any harder and a tingling sensation makes the slightest touch feel amazing.

         Then, suddenly, he feels a cold gust of air against his back.

         Sebastian looks over his shoulder with a gasp. Mia has pulled the shower curtain to the side and is stepping into the small shower. He notices that she is naked and stares into the tiled corner he is now pressing his front against. His cock protests and twitches desperately when it presses against the cold tiles. But it can’t be helped. It would be too embarrassing to show her what effect she has on him, that he is seconds away from an orgasm even though he hasn’t even touched her yet.

         They stand there in silence and all they can hear is the sound of the shower. Sebastian opens his mouth but can’t come up with anything to say. Again, Mia takes the lead.

         ‘Get my back.’

         It is not a question. He looks at her over his shoulder. She has her back turned to him and hands him a bottle of soap. The hot water makes her black hair dance in wave-like movements over her shoulder blades. His gaze wanders down to her gorgeous ass, down her slender legs and then up again.

         Sebastian doesn’t even have time to think before his body reacts. He accepts the soap bottle and pours a good amount into the palm of his hand. He feels slightly hesitant once again and he holds his breath for a moment. This time he ignores it and decides to enjoy the moment and all that it has to offer. And he does it without inhibitions.

         His hands are greedy as they caress her breasts and follow each curve of her body in a sensual dance that grows more intense with every heartbeat. His breathing is shallow and heavy, just like Mia’s moans. All Sebastian can feel are the parts of his body that are touching Mia, everything else ceases to exist. He needs more, he wants to close the distance between them until it doesn’t exist anymore. It’s the only thing that can put out his fire and keep him from going insane.

         ‘And now my chest,’ Mia says. Another request. But this time there was something softer in her voice – something longing.

         Sebastian draws patterns on her skin with his fingertips and continues along her waist before slowly making his way to her stomach. Mia’s patience must have run out because she places her hands on top of his and guides them upwards. Her round and perky breasts are large and Sebastian can’t fit them in his hands. Her nipples stiffen in the palm of his hands and his cock twitches in reply. He can’t wait for her to touch him down there.

         Mia must sense what it is that he wants because suddenly she takes a step backward. And then another one. Before he knows it, he has his back against the wall and Mia’s back pressed against his chest. His boner presses against her ass and twitches every time she moves. Before they have gotten used to their new position, she takes their encounter to the next level. She lets him keep one of his hands on her breast while she guides the other one down over her smooth stomach. Sebastian can’t hold back his excitement and his moans grow louder and louder until his fingers find her warm, wet vagina. He moves his fingertips in little circles around her clitoris and teases her opening. To please her probably gives him as much pleasure as it gives her – or more.

         ‘Fuck, Mia. You’re so…’ Sebastian started. He can’t even finish the sentence. His words float into space and lose their meaning. There are better things he can do with his mouth.

         He lowers his head down and kisses the sensitive skin behind her ear before moving his lips down along her neck and down to her shoulder. His tongue tastes her skin. Sucks. Teases. She whimpers and Sebastian opens his eyes although he doesn’t even remember closing them. What he sees almost pushes him over the edge. Over his shoulder he can see her perky breasts and her stiff, pink nipples. Then he looks down at the hand that is still rubbing her wet pussy.

         ‘Fuck,’ he says again.

         His cock is almost painfully hard by now and it pulsates against Mia’s ass. His hips have a life of their own and they move against her in a silent request to enter her, to give into desire. It is not enough to caress her and feel her skin against his. Judging by Mia’s response – the way she meets his thrusts and grinds against him – she is as full of desire as he is.

         ‘Fuck me.’ she says and this time it’s a plead, not a request. It is all that Sebastian needs to hear.

         He spins her around in a quick movement and makes her face him. Her brown eyes are almost closed and the depth in her gaze pulls him in. Allures him. Defeats him.

         Sebastian lifts Mia up and she wraps her legs around his waist. She gasps when it’s her turn to have her back pressed up against the cold tile. Their lips finally find each other in a passionate kiss, as if they had both waited a lifetime for this moment. He can’t get enough of her tongue dancing in his mouth and her fingers playing in his hair. He can’t wait to make her his.

         Sebastian runs the head of his cock along Mia’s swollen and wet slit. A pleasurable shiver spreads thorough his body and although the shower is steamy and hot, he is covered in goosebumps. He finds the tight opening and pushes himself in slowly. Halfway in, he stops, pulls out and pushes into her again with all of his force. Mia screams out in pleasure. Sebastian doesn’t. He is dizzy from pleasure, every breath is a moan and all he can hear is the rhythmic sound of their bodies clashing into each other. He is overwhelmed by the feeling of thrusting into her warm pussy, over and over again.

         ‘Faster. More,’ Mia eggs him on.

         Her nails dig into his shoulders and leave red marks on his skin. The pain adds another dimension to his pleasure and makes him fuck her even harder, wilder and deeper. For the second time tonight, he is about to cum. His muscles tense up, his hard cock pulsates and the slightest movement feels like a world of pleasure. But he doesn’t want to cum yet, not before he has made Mia explode in an orgasm of her own.

         Sebastian moves his hand along the inside of her thigh until he finds her glorious centre. He rubs and massages her swollen vagina while euphoric moans pass her lips. A moment later, her joyful sounds turn into a scream. Her orgasm makes her muscles squeeze around Sebastian’s stiff cock and he can tell that she is about to make him cum any second now. When the pleasure gets too much to take, he pulls out and empties his seed all over Mia’s stomach.

         They are standing under the shower. They lean against each other, catching their breaths. His body is vibrating and he feels a sense of satisfied laziness wash over him. This is just what he needed. An adventurous encounter, intimacy and sex – with someone like her.

         Mia slides her finger through the sticky mess he left on her stomach. With a silly smile on her face, she says:

         ‘Look what you’ve done. Now you have to wash me again.’

         ‘Of course,’ he answers before he eagerly picks up the bottle of soap from the floor.

         ‘And Sebastian…’ she leans closer and whispers into his ear: ‘…be thorough. Every part of my body needs your attention. You are not allowed to stop until I say so. If you do a good job, I promise that I will reward you.’

          
      

         Twenty minutes later, playtime is over in the shower. Sebastian watches Mia walk over to the lockers and her bag. Her hips sway back and forth as she walks. Her skin glistens from the water. God, she is so beautiful. He feels a tingling sensation in his crotch. It wouldn’t take a lot to get him ready to fuck her against the wall again. Maybe they should try the benches next? Or maybe they should sneak back into the mall and…

         ‘Do you work next weekend? Mia asks him and pulls a sweater over her head.

         ‘Yes, I work every Sunday for the rest of December. How about you?’

         She looks at him over her shoulder. She smiles mischievously at him and studies his body with hungry eyes.

         ‘Great. This was the first Sunday of December. Next Sunday we’ll see if I can light that candle twice and make you scream out your Christmas cheer.’ Sebastian swallows when he imagines what she might mean. ‘But I want more,’ she continues. ‘You’re never too old for a Christmas calendar.’

         Mia is fully dressed now and grabs her phone and some eyeliner from her bag. Before Sebastian has time to react, she snaps a picture of his naked body. Then she walks over to him and writes a phone number across his chest without a word.

         ‘I want a picture of you every day – a naked one. See you around, elf.’

         And then she leaves the changing room. All Sebastian can do is stare at her with a dumb smile on his face. In an instant, he has forgotten about exams and money problems. This Christmas would be the best Christmas yet, his Santa would make sure of it.
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         It was time for the annual Lucia procession: the exotic Swedish tradition that takes place on December 13, in which a young woman, Lucia, dresses in a white gown and wears a crown of burning candles on her head. She then sings traditional songs accompanied by her handmaidens and ‘star boys’ who are all dressed in white gowns too – carrying candles in their hands. Emma pulled the white gown over her head slowly. The fabric made her nipples stiff and gave her goosebumps all over. It felt great being naked underneath the gown. She was glad that the procession was outdoors. They had already performed in the city last tonight and up next was a big company that had booked them for a Lucia procession at their main office. She hoped that there would be a lot of men at the company. The thought alone made her wet. Mulled wine and alcohol in general could normally get the most loyal man to accompany her to a private room.

         Her handmaidens giggled and snapped her out of her daydreaming. Most of them were planning to be naked underneath their gowns so the dressing room was filled with naked woman. Judging by how stiff their nipples were, they were all aroused. They’d already had a lot of wine and now they were letting go of their inhibitions. Jessica and Amanda kissed each other. Joanna watched them and couldn’t keep her hand away from her vagina. Two other girls were going at it in the shower and their moans spread in the dressing room.

         The female choir. On the outside they were good and beautiful young women who attended rehearsals weekly and performed for old people, children and everything in between. Everything seemed very innocent and pure. Nothing strange at all. What happened at the rehearsals and choir camps stayed between the girls.

         ‘Night moves with silent steps,

         embraces the nest.

         On ground that sun forgave,

         horny girls rest.

         Then in our darkest hour,

         she walks with candlelight,

         Naked Lucia, naked Lucia!’ some of the girls finished a particularly naughty verse and laughed. One of their favourite things to do was to take the traditional Lucia songs and change their lyrics so that they became extremely erotic.

         Emma smiled at them and stuck her tongue out.

         ‘Take it from here, Emma!’ Joanna screamed. She had finally managed to take her eyes off Jessica and Amanda. They were fingering each other now and their moans grew louder and louder. Emma sighed and wished that they would go somewhere more private.

         ‘Night falls around our house,

         now I hear moaning.

         In all the silent rooms,

         everyone’s boning.

         Look, at the doorstep stands

         naked with cocks in her hands,

         Sexy Lucia, Sexy Lucia,’ Emma sang while pulling her gown up along her bare legs until she exposed her smooth and hairless vagina.

         The other girls cheered and laughed. Then they joined her in the song and the naughty lyrics made them all giggle and blush.

         ‘Darkness will soon be gone,

         replaced with light.

         Now she is showing us,

         a pussy so tight.

         Fresh like the morning dew,

         warmth that embraces you.

         Horny Lucia, Horny Lucia!’

          
      

         They had changed into their gowns and now they waited for the choir leader Erica to come get them. The mood was lively and everything smelled like wine, sex and perfume in the dressing room. Erica pulled a face when she walked into the room.

         ‘It looks like you have had a nice time,’ she said with a wink and laughed. ‘But now I need you to keep your cool. We need the money that this company is paying for this and we better give them what they want.’

         ‘And some more!’ one of the girls shouted, causing the rest of the girls to start laughing again.

         ‘Be quiet!’ Erica whispered. ‘They can hear you!’

         They took their positions. Emma in the lead and her handmaidens following her in pairs of two. They lit all the candles and Emma straightened her back. The gown caressed her body. She had picked a size too small so that everyone would be able to see that she was naked underneath.

         Erica touched a bench with her tuning fork, brought it to her ear and took tone. The girls in the choir all found their harmonies. Before they started singing they left the changing room and walked towards the room where the Lucia procession was meant to be performed. The lights were off and all they could hear was the crowd that waited for them.

         Erica made a gesture and the girls started singing. They sang the traditional lyrics this time, but Emma couldn’t help smiling when she thought about their own version of the song.

         They walked into the room and the crowd fell silent. All eyes were on them. After a while a few of the guys started whistling and Emma could see quite a few eyebrows being raised in the audience.

         When they got to the back of the room, they lined up. The room was crowded and the first row of the audience was only a couple of metres away. A man had caught Emma’s interest. He looked at her and his eyes caressed her body. His eyes sparkled and a smile played on his lips. Emma felt a tingle in her pussy and her nipples stiffened immediately. The man must have seen it because he nodded to her in appreciation.

         Five songs. That was all they needed to sing, and Emma felt happy about that. She was having trouble standing still. She couldn’t wait to be close to that man, because she knew that she would be. They had been invited to stay at the party after the performance, and she was definitely going to do just that. Naked underneath her gown.

         ‘Great job, girls,’ Erica said when they got back to the dressing room. ‘Get out there and have fun now.’ She laughed and patted Joanna lightly on the ass.

         Emma knew that Joanna had a thing for Erica, and Erica probably knew it too. For that reason, Erica’s move was a bit shitty, but Joanna didn’t seem to mind. Instead, she caressed Erica’s breasts before leaving the room.

         ‘Are you coming, Emma?’ her best friend in the choir, Louise, asked. ‘I think I saw some real treats in there.’

         Emma nodded and checked that the candles in her crown were all blown out before following Louise into the room.

         It was loud in there and Christmas music poured out of the speakers. People raised their glasses and cheered. They walked up to the bar and ordered some wine. They’d had enough of mulled wine. Emma scanned the room and saw that many of the other girls had already found their prey.

         ‘Well, can you see him?’ Louise asked. ‘I noticed how you two looked at each other. The man in the first row. Handsome, sexy.’ She licked her lips. ‘Maybe we can share him?’

         ‘Oh, no! I want that guy to myself.’

         ‘So boring…’ Louise said and took a sip of her wine.

         Two men approached them and one of them placed a hand on Emma’s ass. She saw the bulge in his trousers and rolled her eyes at Louise. The other man leaned over Louise and studied her breasts underneath the thin fabric of the gown. He also seemed to have something going on in his crotch.

         ‘Well, well, two Rudolphs,’ Louise whispered to Emma and kissed her neck to tease the two men.

         Emma laughed and started singing their own, dirty version of ‘Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer’:

         ‘Rudolph, a proper horn-dog,

         had a pretty funny dick,

         who lit the light through darkness,

         like a golden candle stick.’

         They giggled.

         ‘Beautiful like a summer’s day and voices like angels,’ the man slurred with his hand still on Emma’s ass. He started squeezing it and Emma decided to brush it away.

         ‘Can we buy you girls something to drink?’ the other one asked. He didn’t seem quite as drunk as the ass-squeezer. Also, he was younger and really handsome. Maybe something for Louise?

         They said yes to the offer and Emma turned her back to the slurring man. She didn’t want anything to do with him.

         ‘You should probably head home now, Lars,’ a voice said behind Emma.

         ‘What the fuck, Marcus? I’m talking to the beautiful Lucia. Did you know they are naked under their gowns? So fucking hot.’

         ‘Yes, I know. But she doesn’t seem very interested in you. And you seem to have had enough to drink. Go home to your wife.’

         Emma looked over her shoulder and there he was, the man she had been looking for. He waved two colleagues over and asked them to help the drunk man out.

         ‘Thanks,’ she said when the hot guy turned towards her.

         ‘No thanks needed.’ He smiled and Emma felt butterflies in her stomach. She felt how wet she got. ‘My name is Marcus. Thanks for a nice Lucia procession.’

         ‘Emma. I’m glad you liked it.’ She almost trembled when he positioned himself next to her by the bar and leaned closer to her.

         ‘How about leaving this mess and heading up to my room? I’ve got wine and champagne, if you’re interested?’

         ‘I know something else I’m interested in,’ Emma said and kissed him. She couldn’t help herself. She nibbled his lower lip and pressed against him.

         ‘Mmm, I want more of that,’ Marcus said and squeezed her right breast. ‘And it looked like you wanted it while you were singing. Am I right?’

         Emma moaned and nodded.

         ‘Bye, baby,’ Louise whispered and kissed Emma’s cheek. ‘Go. Come see me later, promise?’

         ‘Always,’ Emma said and followed Marcus.

          
      

         They waited for the lift in the dark entrance hall. It arrived and the moment the doors closed behind them, they couldn’t stay away from each other any longer. Marcus lifted up her gown, got on his knees and kissed her soaking wet pussy. Emma moaned and pressed against him. She almost came straight away, that’s how horny she was.

         Marcus got to his feet again and kissed her. She could taste herself on his tongue.

         The lift stopped and they stumbled out, giggling.

         ‘Come on, my room is at the end of the corridor,’ Marcus said, his voice thick with desire. ‘But really, I would like to fuck you right here.’

         ‘So do it,’ Emma said and leaned against the glass wall.

         Marcus rushed over to her and unbuttoned his trousers. His hard, pulsating cock welcomed her when she pulled his underwear down. Then he pushed her gown up, and lifted her up. Emma wrapped her legs around his waist and let his cock penetrate her, slowly.

         He started moving faster. His cock filled her up and Emma screamed when she came.

         ‘Let’s continue in my room,’ said Marcus. He pulled up his trousers and let his shirt hang loosely over his erection that was still rock-hard and glistened from her juices.

         He must be the boss, Emma thought before Marcus undressed her and closed the door behind them.

         He lifted her up on a desk and spread her legs. He kissed her breasts and nibbled at her nipples while he circled a finger around her clit and slid it inside of her.

         He continued down her stomach and fell to his knees to lick her again. He spread her labia with one hand and let his tongue play with her clit for a while before it wandered down her slit. He pushed his tongue into her, tickled her with the tip of his tongue and licked her clit again.

         Emma leaned back and brought one hand to her breast. With the other hand, she pressed his head closer and moved her hips rhythmically towards his head.

         Marcus sucked on her clitoris and pumped his index finger in and out of her pussy. She was so wet now and her juices trickled down the inside of her thigh together with his saliva.

         ‘God, you’re sexy,’ Marcus said and kissed her hard. ‘But you can’t cum yet.’ He lifted her down from the desk and pulled her over to the sofa. ‘Get on all fours,’ he commanded.

         Emma did what he told her. Marcus positioned himself in front of her with his cock in front of her mouth. She grabbed it with one hand. She pulled the foreskin back and forth a couple of times, and then she put it in her mouth and started sucking. Teasing. She licked the head of his cock and took him deeper.

         While she caressed his balls with her hand, she kissed his cock – licked and sucked – and then she kissed his balls. Marcus moaned and grabbed hold of her hair. She kept sucking his cock, first softly and then faster – harder. When he was about to cum, he pulled out of her mouth and walked up behind her. Then he pushed his cock into her.

         First he moved slowly, slowly. Her pussy was tickling and wonderful shivers spread over her skin. His hands stroked her clit and massaged her breasts. He tickled her nipples and then he started playing with her clit again.

         ‘Fuck me hard,’ Emma said. ‘Harder. I want to feel your whole cock inside of me, hard.’

         Marcus fucked her harder and Emma moaned. She waited until Marcus was ready and then they came together. She squeezed his cock with her pussy. She felt how she was closing in on climax and then she screamed out her orgasm. Marcus grunted behind her and thrust into her, hard.

         Marcus pulled out of her and then they collapsed on top of the sofa. Their sweaty bodies glistened in the light of the small lamp on top of the desk.

         Then suddenly, there was a knock on the door.

         ‘Are you expecting company?’ Emma asked. She was insanely happy and satisfied, but she hoped that he would give her more before she had to leave for the night.

         ‘We are expecting company,’ Marcus said and kissed her breast. ‘I’ve got a little surprise for you.’

         Emma got up and looked toward the door. She had never had a threesome before, and she felt very curious.

         ‘Come in!’ Marcus shouted. He started massaging her breasts and pinching her nipples. His erection grew again.

         The door opened and a man that Emma hadn’t seen at the party stepped in. But then again, she had only had eyes for Marcus.

         The man undressed as he watched them. Marcus cock was standing up again and it swayed in the air in front of him to the rhythm of his breaths. Emma took it in her mouth without taking her eyes off the man. Marcus massaged her breasts in soft, gentle movements and she felt herself getting wet again.

         The stranger had a big bulge in his underwear and when he pulled it down he exposed a magnificent cock. Bigger than Marcus’s and she couldn’t wait to feel it inside of her.

         Emma sat up while she kept jerking Marcus off. He spread her legs when the stranger stepped over to the sofa, in front of her. He kneeled and leaned over her, hovering over her pussy. He started by stroking her gently and then he pushed two fingers into her. In and out with long, decisive movements.

         Emma had never been so horny as she was there on the sofa. She was boiling and it felt like she was about to explode at any second. But she wanted to enjoy this forever, she didn’t want it to end.

         When the stranger brought his face down to her groin and started licking her, she almost came straight away. The tip of his tongue played with her clitoris and brought her to the edge. Emma played with Marcus’s cock the same way the stranger played with her. Marcus filled her mouth with his cock and she sucked slowly as she fondled his balls. The fact that she was so horny made Marcus’s cock even harder.

         He moaned and guided Emma’s head back and forth, faster and faster. The stranger licked and licked and pushed his tongue in and out of her. Fast and then slow. It sent vibrations through her body and made her feel things she had never felt before. She couldn’t stop herself from moving her hips up and down, humping his tongue.

         When Marcus came he pulled out of her and emptied his seed all over her stomach. At the same time, the stranger grabbed her hips and thrusted into her violently, filling her pussy completely. He pumped her hard and made Emma cum in a long and wonderful orgasm that made her whole body tremble. She screamed, laughed and moaned.

         When she thought she couldn’t handle any more, he carefully pushed his cock into her anus. First, it felt like another orgasm – tiny and lovely – but when he started moving in and out of her at the same time as Marcus started licking her pussy, she didn’t know what to do with herself. She dug her fingernails into the leather sofa. Screamed, moaned, whimpered. Wished that this could go on forever. She wanted to cum again and again and she wanted both men inside of her and on top of her.

         The stranger came with a loud moan and carefully pulled out of her. After a few gasping breaths he stood up and walked away from the sofa. Then he got dressed and left the room.

         Marcus wiped his mouth and stood up. He grabbed Emma’s hand and pulled her to her feet. Her legs were trembling after the exhausting sex acts. She felt completely relaxed and all she wanted to do was fall asleep right there on the sofa.

         But they had both gotten what they wanted, and more. It was only for a night. It was time to go gather the other girls. They were going home.

          
      

         Emma left Marcus without a kiss, without a word. She wouldn’t see him again. That was the implicit deal in these situations. But the memory would stay with her for a long time.

         Before she had even made it to the changing rooms, she could hear the rest of the girls singing their version of ‘Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer’. She opened the door just as they started singing the last verse:

         
            
               
                  ‘Ever since then our Rudolph,
      

                  fucked each and everyone he met.
      

                  Now Rudolph is a legend,
      

                  his cock we will never forget!’
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         The anonymous, brown package was a lot more revealing to Olivia than to the mailman – obviously. She had done her best to hide her interest in the package all night as she didn’t want her daughter to notice the unopened box. Her daughter had been nervous about the Christmas recital the following day but had finally managed to fall asleep.

         Olivia sits down in the kitchen with a glass of wine in her one hand and a pair of scissors in the other. She studies the package carefully. The box is small so it probably doesn’t contain clothes or a bigger vibrator.

         Jonah had sent her little presents since the summer, and they always contained a toy and an instruction. She received the package yesterday, but this time Jonah had sent her a text telling her that she couldn’t open it until now.

         She takes a sip of the red wine. After a while her curiosity takes over and she opens the box. The tape is easy to cut through with the scissors and in the box there is a present wrapped in Christmas paper and a red ribbon. She places the Christmas present in the middle of the table. It fits right in with the rest of her flat which is already decorated for Christmas.

         A year ago when she got divorced, she would never have thought that she would find herself in this situation. Then, everything had been about how trapped she had felt, how badly she wanted to find herself. Back then she had bragged to her friends about how she would have no problem fucking around and how she didn’t need a man in her life.

         Wow, how wrong she had been. Jonah was exactly the kind of man she wanted in her life, she just hadn’t known it then, and the bonus was that he wanted to live on his own – just like she did. She had never could imagined that she would be interested in the kind of games he played, but now the mere thought of them made it tingle between her legs. She always followed his orders and most of the time his challenges and games included a certain degree of risk of being caught. In other words, they definitely spiced up her life.

          
      

         It was a coincidence that she had even noticed Jonah. Her daughter had started a new school when Oliva and her husband had gotten divorced and that’s when she’d met him. Also, Jonah wasn’t only her daughter’s teacher. He was her mentor. It had felt so wrong to be attracted to her daughter’s teacher, but Olivia hadn’t been able to convince herself not to go with it. They were both singles, why couldn’t they have some fun together?

         Still, it had taken almost a full term before he had responded to her flirty glances and inviting smiles. On the last day of the semester, before the summer break, the school hosted a social for the students and their parents and Olivia offered to stick around afterwards to clean up the classroom. Her daughter was spending the day with her dad, so Olivia was free to do whatever she wanted.

         It all started with an innocent hand on her lower back as she walked by. It happened so quickly that she didn’t even have the chance to protest. Not that she wanted to. His touch spread like a warm tidal wave over her body.

         The next time he touched her was to hand her a piece of paper, their hands had touched. This time it felt a lot less innocent. He looked into her eyes and gave her a warm smile. When he walked over to the door and locked it, she knew exactly what he wanted. The way he walked straight towards her made her face, and other parts of her, warm and flushed.

         He grabbed her shoulders, held her at arm’s length and looked into her eyes. It could all have been friendly if it hadn’t been for the look in his eyes. He let his hands slide down along her arms until his fingertips found naked skin. He scratched her arm gently and gave her goosebumps all over.

         ‘We shouldn’t be doing this, should we?’ he said and let go of her.

         ‘Why not? We are both adults.’

         He stroked her cheek with the back of his hand. ‘Are you sure? I’m not looking for anything serious.’

         ‘Me neither.’ Her answer was only a whisper and she turned her head so that her lips touched the palm of his hand. ‘I need someone who can show me life again.’

         ‘I think I can help you with that,’ he said, and his voice had been thick with desire.

         Before she knew it, he had turned her around and she was standing with her hands against the desk across from her. She arched her back and pushed her ass out towards him. The sensation of his hands when he slowly lifted her skirt up felt amazing. The light touch of his fingers along her newly shaven legs sent electric impulses to her vagina.

         She whispered: ‘I’ve been a naughty girl, professor,’ and he answered her by spanking her over her right buttock. She thanked her lucky stars for deciding to wear a thong that morning and then she moaned: ‘More.’

         Then he spanked her again, harder. He leaned over her, his hand lingering on her warm ass, and whispered: ‘Is this what you want?’

         ‘Yes, Sir. Punish me.’ She surprised herself with her answer, but it was the truth. It was exactly what she wanted.

         The next time his hand landed on her ass, she was sure it would leave a red mark. She was happy about it. After another spanking she heard the sound of him unzipping his trousers and she spread her legs so that he could pull her panties off. His fingers teased her labia and they both realised how wet she was.

         She wanted him inside of her.

         He stood still for a moment and reached for something in his pocket. First she didn’t understand why he let her wait like that, but then she heard the sound of an empty condom wrapper fall to the floor. A moment later, he grabbed her hips and pushed himself into her. His hard cock inside of her wetness was enough to make her feel dizzy.

         ‘Is this punishment enough?’ he whispered to her.

         ‘Harder,’ she answered.

         He pushed deeper into her. She moaned again and he placed a hand over her mouth. The mark on her ass stung with every thrust. The pain mixed with pleasure and the muscles in her vagina massaged his erection, overjoyed to finally see some action again.

         Too soon for her liking, he paused in his movements. His body tensed up behind her and she smiled.

          
      

         That had been the beginning of a wonderful relationship full of secrets and new possibilities, in which they had gotten to know each other’s bodies inside and out. During the summer, he had started sending packages to her and now she had just opened one of these packages. She knew that he wanted her to use the contents during the recital the following day. The thought alone was arousing.

         While big, heavy snowflakes fell outside her window she cut the ribbon and ripped the wrapping paper off the present.

         She opened the small, black box and saw a small, egg-shaped toy with a loop in one end lying on a bed of velvet. In the lid of the box, there was a note of instruction. Before she read it she picked the egg up and weighed it in her hand. It was surprisingly heavy. She had another sip of wine and then read the note. It said:

         ‘The egg is charged and ready to go. Put it inside of you and let me make this Christmas dinner more fun for both of us.’

         Olivia examines the egg and to her surprise, she can’t see any buttons or any other controls on it. She spends the rest of the night fantasising about the following day. She goes to bed early, hoping that tomorrow will be just as exciting as she imagines it.

          
      

         Olivia presses her thighs together and tries her best to stay calm. Not in her wildest dreams would she have thought that a toy that small could vibrate so hard or be so frustrating. She is sitting in the third row, next to her ex-husband, trying hard not to blush. The situation is almost too much to take.

         She is trying to convince herself that nobody in the room will see her red face and realise that she is blushing from sexual pleasure. Ordinary people are so innocent. If they see me they will probably think that I’m just hot. Or maybe they will think I have a fever.

         The vibrations slow and she corrects her blouse and tries to calm down as discreetly as she can. She can’t focus on the students on the stage. They sing loud and clear like only children do, and Olivia is grateful that it isn’t her daughter’s class up there. She hopes that Jonah will turn the egg off when her daughter takes the stage, but she isn’t convinced that he will. He is the boss now. Well, he is always the boss, but now it is extra clear.

         The vibrations pick up some speed again and she almost regrets agreeing to this game, even if it feels amazing. Jonah is too far away for her to be able to tell him that she needs a break. But then again, that probably wouldn’t be a suitable conversation at any point of the day.

         The vibrations slows again and Olivia relaxes for a moment. She knows that she needs to act normal and fix her eyes on the stage. Although her visual focus is on the performance, her mind is somewhere very different. Image after image of Jonah fucking her pops into her mind, one sexier than the other. She is grateful that it is dark in the venue and lets her fantasies wander to the rhythm of the egg.

         Suddenly, the sound of hundred applauding parents snaps her out of her daydream. The egg starts vibrating in a new pattern. A tiny moan leaves her lips and she clenches her jaws to stop any additional sounds. She digs her fingernails into the armrest of the chair and tries to relax. The small vibrator makes her whole pussy vibrate. It sends its tickling vibrations to her labia, clitoris and nipples. She is getting close now.

         Then, suddenly, the egg stops vibrating, as if Jonah turned it off – which is probably just what happened.

         Oliva takes a deep breath and looks over her shoulder only to stare straight into Jonah’s longing eyes. He smiles at her like the little sex demon that he is. Her sex demon.

          
      

         Just like last year, Olivia is lucky enough to have her ex-husband take her daughter with him straight after the recital and now she sits impatiently next to them and waits for Jonah to say: ‘Merry Christmas and Happy New Year!’ to all the students. He catches her eye in between shaking the hands of two parents and raises an eyebrow. He must have seen the bored expression on her face because after shaking another parent’s hand, he reached his hand into his pocket. Before she knows it, the vibrations start between her legs again.

         The vibrations come in waves and in an instant she is horny again. She finds it hard to concentrate on what her daughter and her ex-husband are saying so she excuses herself and tells them she needs to visit the bathroom. When she stands up she can feel her own juices trickle down the inside of her thighs. Her muscles pulsate to the rhythm of the vibrator and she looks at Jonah with eyes full of desire when she passes him.

         It feels so good, so forbidden.

         When she gets into the bathroom, she sits down on the toilet seat and lets the orgasm wash over her. She has held it back for so long that she literally explodes once she gives into it. A tingling, warm sensation spreads from her most intimate parts to her legs, up into her stomach and through the rest of her body. She can’t help closing her eyes and picturing Jonah. She moans quietly as the orgasm sails through, waking up every single cell in her.

         To fully be able to enjoy the complete relaxation after an orgasm, she removes the toy. Her legs are still trembling when she rinses the vibrating egg under the tap, dries it off and puts it in her purse. She can still hear it after she closes her bag, but it can’t be helped. She hopes that the joyful students and the hustle and bustle of the corridors will drown out the sound, or that the normal people out there – those who aren’t busy playing with sex toys during their children’s recital – will think that it is only her phone vibrating.

          
      

         After helping her daughter pack all the books she might need for her Christmas break, Olivia gives her a big hug and then they said their goodbyes. They aren’t going to see each other until Christmas morning. Until then, she is a free woman. Although she hopes that Jonah will accompany her most of the time.

         When the last parents have left the classroom, she lingers in the doorway. ‘Excuse me, professor. I think I forgot something.’ Then she walks into the classroom, closes the door and locks it behind her.

         ‘Did you like your gift?’ he asks while he erases drawings of Santa Clauses and snowflakes from the whiteboard.

         ‘A bit too much,’ she says, fishing the still-vibrating egg out of her bag.

         ‘Did you take it out?’ There is a playful sharpness in his voice that tells Olivia that he has waited all day for a reason to punish her. She hasn’t given him an opportunity until now.

         ‘Sorry, professor.’ She smiles mischievously.

         He walks up to her. He grabs her upper arms and whispers: ‘Apologies won’t do you any good here.’ He spins her around and presses her breasts down against the cold bench. His roughness lights her fire in an instant.

         By now, she knows what he likes and she has dressed in a white shirt and a plaid skirt. Some of these play sessions include a strict dress code, this one didn’t. Still, she knows that he appreciates her outfit.

         When he lifts up the skirt to expose her naked ass, his fingers linger by the upper edge of her stay-ups and tickle the inside of her thigh. He runs his finger along her thigh until it reaches the moist fabric of her panties and then he presses his finger against her stiff clitoris until she whimpers. He massages her pubic mound to remind her that the wait is over. Pleasure will come if she can handle the pain, like a good girl.

         She loves the pain.

         The first smack takes her by surprise and the next one really stings as it hits the exact same spot as the first one. When he spanks her again she grabs the edge of the desk. The pain makes her forget about all her responsibilities and everything that she should be doing. She has no control, none whatsoever, and it feels perfect. All that exists is the cool surface of the desk and the warm, pulsating pain on her skin.

         He stops spanking her and she tries to stand up to get closer to him. A strong hand on her back sends a clear signal that she should stay down. She corrects her position on the hard surface and spreads her legs, preparing for him.

         ‘I want to try something new,’ he says and she nods her head. She would be okay with whatever he said.

         His hands wander up along the sides of her ass and grab the edges of her panties. He pulls them off her and begins massaging her outer lips. His fingers advance further and further into her and she can hear how wet she is when he slides three fingers into her. She is happy that she isn’t facing him because her complete pleasure almost embarrasses her.

         Her pussy squeezes his fingers and tries to keep them inside, but he pulls them out and starts moving them in circles around her anus instead. It’s an unusual feeling, but not as uncomfortable as she had imagined. He lubricates her with her own juices and she realises how much it turns her on.

         When he presses a finger against her anus, she whispers: ‘Do it,’ and relaxes. She is filled with a fantastic sensation and moans.

         ‘Fuck me, please.’

         ‘Not so fast,’ he says and pushes another finger into her.

         Then he pulls them out and Olivia hears him walk around the room, looking for something. There is an excitement in the air that reminds her of the excitement that she has felt for over 24 hours now.

         She hears a vibrating sound that she knows well by now – it’s the egg. First he teases her wet opening with it and almost makes her cum straight away. But instead of pushing it into her, he places it against her anus and it slips in with ease. The pain and the pleasure wash over her in waves and she doesn’t know what to do with herself. Happy that Jonah is in charge, she gives into the pleasure and barely feels it when his hand lands on her ass again. Then he turns her over and places her on her back on top of the desk, her ass hanging out over the edge.

         With a loud moan, he slowly penetrates her with his cock. Judging by how hard he is, she realises how aroused their little game has made him. She feels completely filled and she almost doesn’t know how to handle it. Instinctively, she puts her hands on his hips and pushes him away.

         His hands grab her wrists and force her to give up her last ounce of control, control that she wasn’t even aware she was holding on to. Then she decides to give in completely to pleasure. She can’t even tell where the pleasure is coming from. The vibrations of the egg, Jonah’s body on top of hers, his grip around her wrists or his cock that thrusts into her, faster and faster.

         She can’t hold back the orgasm, not that she wants to. Warmth and lust fill her up in an explosion of pleasure that wakes her whole body.

         Jonah covers her mouth with his hand to drown out her loud screams while he pushes deeper into her. One final thrust, and then he cums too. His cock pulsates inside of her until he finally relaxes.

         He must have had the remote somewhere on the desk, because suddenly the egg stopped and Olivia felt her whole body relax. This was what she wanted from their relationship. She loved the way that they constantly explored each other and the limits of pleasure.

         While he is still inside of her, and they are trying to recover from their naughty games, there is a knock on the door.

         ‘Is everything okay in there?’

         Jonah clears his throat and puts a hand over Olivia’s mouth to muffle her laugh.’Yes, everything is fine. I’ll be there in a moment,’ he shouts and hopes that the colleague will be on his way.

         ‘Didn’t you just get there?’ Olivia whispers between his fingers. He stares at her and presses his hand harder over her mouth.

         When they hear footsteps receding down the corridor, Jonah removes his hand. When they look at each other, they can’t help but laugh. Olivia feels an urge to kiss Jonah on the lips and does it without thinking. His lips are soft and afterwards, he looks at her with a surprised expression on his face.

         ‘What was that for?’

         She realises that she has never kissed him like that before. To kiss each other in the middle of the act isn’t the same at all.

         ‘I think I like you,’ she says childishly.

         ‘I think I like you too,’ he smiles back at her. ‘Like, a lot.’

         ‘Merry Christmas, professor,’ she says and giggles.

      
   


   
      
         
            December 13: St. Stephan and the horny stable boys
      

            An Erotic Christmas Calendar
      

         

      
   




It was that time of the year again, the time that Stephan had longed for ever since the same time last year. Two thousand years ago, Stephan’s ancestors had seen the star of Bethlehem and managed to escape the wrath of Herod the Great. St. Stephen had been King Herod’s stable master, but he was banned from the palace when he told Herod the disastrous news that the new king of the Jews had been born. St. Stephen had been forced to go from house to house, begging for something to eat. It was not an easy way to make a living and he lived a hard life. But around Christmas, people were always happier, friendlier and more generous, and St. Stephen and his men could ride around and get plenty of food. And drink.

A lot of people thought that St. Stephen was nothing more than a legend and a character in the bible. But Stephan knew better.

Generation after generation, a tradition had been passed down from father to son, sometimes via a daughter. This tradition had nothing to do with the bible. During the month of December, Stephan and his men got on their horses and rode around the countryside, knocking on doors and invited themselves in for dinners that could sometimes be simple, and sometimes real feasts.

Stephan headed out to the men in his stable. Frederick, Liam, John and Elliot were all busy tending to their horses. Stephan’s horse was grey and nobody but him was allowed to brush it or feed it.

‘There, there, Melvin,’ Stephan said as he petted the horse. ‘Are you ready for tonight? I’m sure we will find something tasty for you too.’

Frederick, Liam, John and Elliot got up on their horses and waited for Stephan to take the lead. Then they rode out together, heading for the first adventure of the year.
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