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            3. Encore
   

         

         I don't know his name. I don't know any of their names. The other day I received a text from a Lars something, saying thank you for a great time and asking if I'd like to meet again. I have no idea who he is. He might be the one I had sex with behind the bar while the bartender got drunk with the last remaining guests. Or the one I fucked in the early morning on Bellevue beach. So long as I have sex, the circumstances aren't that important.

         Tonight will feature speed dating with three different groups. Entrée, main course, dessert. The dessert will be served at a gourmet restaurant in the Tivoli amusement park. A bit expensive for a treat I might end up missing. But if I miss that, it might be because I'm busy enjoying something else. Something that might make my body feel good as the midnight fireworks illuminate our ecstatic faces.

         My shoes are new and sparkly red with high heels, my hair has blonde highlights, and my dress is one of the ones my mother used to wear as a model, red satin with pink silk edges. A jacket that reaches my hips and the new Dolce & Gabbana perfume. All of it paid for with my grandfather's credit card. My grandfather is rich and generous. “So long as you're happy and enjoying life, Ida my girl. If you keep visiting me and bringing my cigars, you can borrow the card. I don't have any use for it anymore.”

         I visit my grandfather at the retirement home once a week. I check his clothes, look through his medicine charts and the dosage boxes, and I hold his hand while he tells me about my mum, or we watch TV. Before I leave I always check that everything is in order, and that his pills are where they should be. The members of staff earn a very handsome gratuity to stay out of it. If my grandfather's health were dependent on stressed and underqualified retirement centre staff, I'm sure he would not last very long. I speak regularly with the doctor and I know what should be given and when.

         I make sure he is examined often and that he wears nice new clothes. I show up unannounced when I've bought him new clothes. My grandfather is doing better than any of the other elderly people at the centre.

         A new member of staff is starting next week. I'll have to have a word with him before he disrupts the system. I'll make him an offer he can't refuse.

          
   

         The entrée is served at a Vietnamese restaurant in a well-to-do district. Prices for everyone. I find the address. The other three have already arrived. We introduce ourselves. The other woman is a schoolteacher and laughs a lot. The men are an engineer and an electrician. The electrician is well-dressed in designer clothes. It’s so typical that the engineer has a more casual approach. We choose between the exotic dishes and manage to drain a few bottles before the food arrives. I make my choice to go for the electrician, and I reach out and stroke him lovingly across the cheek. The others stare at me. He blushes. There is a brief lull and then the other two carry on talking frantically. I look directly at the electrifying one, and he knows very well how to return a look. Maybe he's in a hurry as well. Speed dating is not exactly suited to romantics. I wink at him. His lips curl into a crooked smile. The two others pretend not to notice anything. There is absolutely no spark between them, and their dithering attention washes over us. I stand up and whisper something into the electric ear. He blushes and clears his throat as I head for the restroom. The tiny horse inside me has jittery ears. It's ready to escape if necessary, but it's not frightened. Definitely not frightened.

         Soon after, he knocks on the door five times. Sitting on the shut toilet wearing nothing but a bra and grinning, I reach for him. Soon after, he is deep in my throat. His hands are all over my sunbed-tanned body and in my hair. I use his hand between my legs. It does know how to do some things, and I get short of breath. I almost fall over from a mix of horror and ecstasy. Freezing and blazing. When he's just about to cum I stand up and turn my back towards him, my hands on the toilet seat. He thrusts deep inside me. I almost reach complete bliss, but not quite. He cums, and we kiss deeply and passionately before he stows away the beast.

         “You owe me a ride,” I whisper to him, and he nods eagerly: “Gladly!”

         The horse is still.

         The main course will be served at Copenhagen Corner right by the Tivoli amusement park. The five other people are – oops, I seem to have forgotten about the women, one of them has clearly never heard of Botox. The men are sporty, one is slightly older that he wants to acknowledge, head shaven and with a casual shirt hanging over his trousers. The second is a burly plumber with muscles bulging under his jacket sleeves. The third is a schoolteacher and looks exactly like it. I'm in for a bit of competition; the other two women want the strongman as well. They coo around him and distract him, until I reach out and stroke his cheek. He looks at me with surprise and enticement and blows me a kiss. If looks could kill, the other girls would have brought us both down and skinned me alive. I stand up and whisper in his ear, making him jolt in his chair halfway through his steak.

         “Now?” he mimes in disbelief. I nod and sweep past him, my dress sending a gust of Dolce & Gabbana over him as I make my way to the fancy restrooms behind a wooden partition.

          
   

         Fancy restrooms are a problem. There are ladies beautifying themselves in front of the three stalls. I had told him “first stall.” The first stall is occupied. I check the possibilities outside the restrooms, and I notice a small room next to the restroom with tables and chairs stacked against the wall. Probably for small parties. When the plumber shows up, stupefied by the ladies waiting outside, I stand ready outside the door and knowingly take him by the hand. We sneak inside the room with exaggerated movements and look around. The coast is clear, there are no other entrances. I shut the door behind us and smile a broad smile. I let my purse fall onto a chair.

         “I think I taste of meat,” he mutters as I seal his mouth with a wet kiss.

         “Meat is the best flavour there is,” I sigh and make my way up underneath his shirt. My fingers stroke his hairy back. He gets aroused very quickly, and when he notices that I'm not wearing any knickers, he nearly explodes. He knows what he wants, and he nods a silent question towards the tables between the stacked chairs. Two round tables of dark mahogany. He picks one up and puts it in the middle of the floor.

         I smile excitedly when he grabs me around the waist and picks me up off the floor. It feels great to hang in the air for a couple of seconds, to kick off my shoes and hear them clatter to the floor, to feel my dress being pulled up over my head. He stands up straight and loosens his tie, throws off his jacket and opens his shirt and trousers. I open my bra at the front and lie down on the cold tabletop with a finger in my pussy. It's a bit unfair that he's not as naked as I am, but I know why he isn't: we have no idea if someone will barge in, and then it would look foolish to have his trousers around his ankles. He could trip and fall on his bum and injure himself. He squeezes my breasts and moans “Oh you're wonderful, you are so - “and he kisses the birthmark on my stomach.

         “I'm so what?” I say teasingly and stick my wet finger into his mouth, pulling him close to me as if he were a fish on a hook. My other hand goes on a search and finds what it's after. He makes my throat feel dry as I lie on the table, as he rocks me back and forth with my heels on his shoulders. His sweet huffs are suddenly interrupted by a loud moan. His plumber eyes go all bloodshot, I worry he might be having a heart attack, but no, it's just a working man's orgasm.

         “Oh, I'm sorry, oh, I couldn't wait, really I'm so - “

         “It's wonderful,” I whisper into his ear as he collapses on top of me, making the table slide across the floor. I stroke his hair and kiss his forehead. The horse is pawing at the ground and has to be kept on a tight rein now, it's about to gallop off. He stands up straight and looks nervously behind him, picking up his clothes and handing me my dress.

         “Are we done already?” I ask teasingly and twiddle with his dark chest hair.

         “Ehm - “

         “I don't think we're done,” I whisper and reach for him. My throat feels dry.

         “You're bloody mad,” he exclaims with a mix of glee and terror.

         “I suppose so,” I whisper as I caress his private parts. There's plenty for me to grab. He joins the fun and stops getting dressed. The horse is rearing now, it's almost ready to speed away. Looks as if the craftsman will be putting in overtime.

         “Never mind the steak,” he whispers quietly.

         “Fuck the steak. You have a piece of meat right here. And you owe me a ride.”

         “Heh heh, are you always this direct?”

         He wants to talk. I don't. I need to go galloping and move on to dessert. I nod and gaze intently at his freshly-shaven face and inhale his aftershave. He's gorgeous, the muscles in his arms flex under my grip. We kiss deeply and he licks down my neck and chest. He sucks on my breasts, and I feel a fire washing over me, causing the table underneath me to get wet. The fear erupts in me again, the fear and excitement of doing this. Someone might come through the door at any moment. Or the plumber might turn out to be a complete psychopath. Maybe he'll infect me with something. I feel cold as ice, but also scorching like fire. An hour at most. Not more. Then I need to move on to something else. Something more. Whoops, now he is deep inside me and holds me in place without moving. He seeks out my gaze.

         “Do you do this often?”

         “What? Sex on a table?” I grab his balls gently and stroke his perineum, making him huff and moan. If someone were to come in right now, they'd see his bare ass and hairy thighs. And they would see me with my bra around my neck. Not a very flattering look, but certainly more fun than where it was. Ohh, now he's sucking on my breasts as if he wants to devour them one after another. I wonder if they'll make it through this, I certainly won't. I live, survive, live and die a little bit. From fear and excitement, the perfect combination. The horse starts to gallop, and it moves quickly. A few jolts rush through me. Tiny steps, big steps, a few leaps. Great horsepower. WOW!!

          
   

         “Whew!” He has collapsed on top of me, but he can't support himself on the round table and has to stand back up. Something sticky and wet seeps out between my legs. Suddenly we hear loud noises outside. We jump away from each other and scramble to put on our clothes. Or rather, he does. I stay on the table a little longer before sliding off the edge and finding the floor with my feet. He straightens his shirt.

         “You look great,” I say with my head tilted to the side. And I mean it.

         “You think so?” he asks sweetly, with a definite note of warmth in his voice.

         “Yes.” I have nothing to lose. Soon we will be apart again, and I'll be on my way to the next one. I get napkins out of my purse and wipe here and there, I put my bra on properly and grab my dress. He looks anxious to leave. The voices grow louder.

         “Go on, I'll be right there,” I whisper conspiratorially.

         He hesitates for a moment with his hand on the doorknob. I nod encouragingly. The voices outside get closer. He is sweating. I finish dressing and walk out with him. We might be a bit dishevelled, but we are two nice-looking people who emerge in an orderly fashion.

         I let him walk over to the others and look around. A waiter looks very surprised to see us. The rest of the staff is busy, it's Friday evening. I slip into the restroom and wipe off as much cum as I can, and then open my purse. A tiny line will help my next gallop along. Not too much, not one for each nostril, just a very modest half line of blow. The credit card chops the powder and forms a line on my makeup mirror. Maybe I should have shared with the plumber so we could have felt even better than we did, but never mind, that was then and this is now, and my skull buzzes with delight as I sniff it up. The lights flash and the sounds become louder. Someone farts in the stall next to me, someone washes their hands. No more for me, I'm not an addict, I just enjoy life. My grandfather and I, we know how to enjoy ourselves.

         A few minutes later I stand in line outside the Tivoli amusement park in a wonderful mood despite the queue. It'll be a long time before I get inside. I wonder if the others have already arrived. I might be standing right next to my next fuck. The tourists wait politely while studying the old wooden sign with ticket prices.

         “Hi there!”

         It's the electrician from the entrée. He is further ahead in line than I am, but he gives up his place and comes over to hug me.

         “Wow, it's YOU!” I shout, “brilliant!” and I kiss him so he'll never forget it. He gasps for breath and looks at me in the sunset light. Glad I managed to tidy up a bit in the classy restroom.

         “You going to the Divan 2?” I ask and place my fingertip on his chest.

         “I am indeed,” he replies. We laugh like naughty kids sharing a secret. Then he grabs my hand, and I coyly let him hold it. I give it another squeeze. We scan the endless line. Then he uses his free hand to dig out his mobile phone. He dials with his thumb and reaches someone.

         “Hello, pantomime theatre? This is the electrician. I left my tools there and said I'd try making it back tonight. I'm here now, on my way to the, ehm, restaurant.

         I can fix that stage light tonight. Right now, before the next show. But this is a very long line I'm in,” he says calmly without looking at me.

         I almost lose it for a moment. This surpasses my wildest expectations. The electrician is not just anybody, he has access to backdoors and installations. He knows how to think.

         I kiss him greedily: “You are too sexy!”

         “Hmm,” he laughs and blushes. There's a healthy scent of red wine and aftershave lotion about him.

         He pulls me with him over to the usher in the ticket booth. He looks for someone. A man in uniform comes running over and thanks him profusely for his offer now that he's off the clock. The usher nods and the electrician says that well, we were on our way to a restaurant, but he supposed he could take a look.

         We are led to a small rear entrance, a wooden door that opens to reveal a safety door of very solid metal. The uniformed guard is full of appreciation, and I’m all appendage to fade into the background as observer while we make our way through a dark walkway underneath the stage, past tiny dressing rooms where the dancers are putting on their costumes and taking turns doing each other's makeup. The stuffy father's powdered wig falls down off a shelf, Pierrot quickly brushes past two twittering dancers on the stairs up to the stage, and Harlequin barely managed to put on his trousers. Very impressive chest he has, I have to get back to Harlequin before the show is over. The woodwork is dark and ancient, and the smells are a mix of old dust and young bodies. They are preparing for the final show of the day.

         The electrician spots a fuse box and wires under a low ceiling that must be right under the stage. He locates the faulty unit and shuts it off, then sends the guard up on stage right above us to shout “YES!” when the light comes on. My friend grabs a torch and hands it to me: “Hold this, please? Thanks, can't see a thing here.” He grabs his tools and uses a pair of pliers to tweak out a small wire. It's warm here, he pushes off his jacket. His muscles underneath look almost as nice as the plumber’s. I stand completely still with the torch and admire his handling of wires and a tiny screwdriver while the sweat trickles down his forehead.

         “YES!” the guard shouts from the stage, followed by the sound of feet running downstairs toward us. “The light is perfect all over! Brilliant, now Harlequin won't have to carry Columbina all the way to the King's side, wonderful! Thank you, er, I didn't catch your name - “

         I want to cover my ears, but I don't manage it before my friend heartily shakes the guard's hand. All three of us sweat like horses and the dancers whirr past us.

         “Rasmus,” the electrician says. “Glad to help, I was here anyway.”

         They chat, I sneak off in search of Harlequin, but his wardrobe is empty. Next to it there is a closed door. Closed doors are my thing. The allure is too great. All my life I've gone through closed doors. The old wood creaks as the door opens. An empty theatre dressing room from the dawn of time. A tiny room with mirrors and makeup table and an extremely narrow chaise longue with faded upholstery. The dust immediately attacks my throat and I gasp for breath. Suddenly the electrician is standing behind me, wearing his jacket and clearing his throat: “Well, I suppose we should get to our dessert. I didn't catch your name.”

         I turn dramatically to face him, and kiss him again, hard and unforgettably, while moving us closer to the tiny chaise longue. He hesitates, the room is dusty and ancient, it feels like my grandfather's attic which is very non-sexy, but this could become it. We tumble inside the tiny cupboard-sized room and I quickly strip him down while silently praying that there is a shower somewhere so I can wash off all this dust. There has to be a shower down here for the performers to shower after their shows.

         We wake up a while later. He is lying on the rough floorboards, snoring soundly between the makeup table and the chaise longue. He is still wearing his sweat-soaked shirt and his socks. I'm only wearing nail polish. Our clothes are scattered around us like dead birds. I stare at him and tug at my dress. Above us the roar from the spectators outside gets louder and louder:

         
            “PIERROT, PIERROT
   

            COME OUT, YOU!
   

            WE WON'T LEAVE UNTIL YOU DO!”
   

         

         How can you fall asleep on coke? Did someone mix something into the drink I haven't had yet? It's not like me to fall asleep in the middle of an evening's entertainment.

         On the other side of the coarse wooden wall the actors and stage workers are changing into their everyday clothes. There are cheerful shouts: “That went great!” and “Your dress was wonderful!” and “Tomorrow I'll wear the other wig!” and “Has anyone seen the hair dryer?”

         A hair dryer. There has to be a shower then.

         We'll have to wait. Neither of us is ready to be seen, covered in dust and sweat.

         I wake him gently with a finger tracing down his sweaty cheek. He wakes up slowly, sighs deeply and smacks his lips softly. He coughs. Silence grows around us. The last set of footsteps leaves, it sounds as if the light is switched off and the door shut.

         “Shit, how are we going to get out?” he says and bursts into a cough.

         “We need a shower first,” I say firmly, and he nods. He seems to be enjoying the ride. You don't often get to see the pantomime theatre from the inside for free.

         We lie there listening carefully.

         Still silent.

         We carefully gather our clothes and open the door a crack. Darkness.

         “You'll have to find us some light.”

         “Alright, just a second,” he stumbles his way to the fuse box at the end of the hallway with the small dressing rooms and almost trips over his own toolbox. Then his torch illuminates the historic surroundings. The beam of light sweeps across posters, old newspaper clippings, a dusty moustache pinned under the bottom of the stage floor, a faded bowtie next to yellowing photographs. Behind us I can just make out the stairs leading up to the stage.

         “Let's take a look,” I say quietly and grab the torch to shine it on the worn stairs of the steep staircase. I've sat right in front by the giant peacock's tail a bunch of times with my grandfather and admired the gorgeous ballet dancers. I can't believe I'm this close to the very stage where they dance so beautifully in the bright summer evenings.

         “Where are you going? How about that shower? And some water. I'm bloody parched.”

         “Look,” I whisper and let the light sweep over the stage decoration for an old Copenhagen street.

         “Look! This is where it all happens. They mime and dance for all the world to see. Come on!” I reach my hand back towards him and pull him to the stage. We carefully sneak over to the painted stage decorations and the ancient theatre furniture. A shawl is draped over a chair. I grab it gingerly between two fingers and let it fall to the floor where I spread it out with my big toe.

         “What are you doing? Come on, let's get out of here.”

         “What do you think it'd be like to do it right here?” I rub my body against his.

         “You're completely mad!”

         “Of course! Much more fun that way.”

         Our disgustingly grimy bodies grind against each other. There's something about him; he's not merely annoyed, he's also intrigued. I lie down on the shawl and pull him down to the floor of the large empty stage with me. He's right about being parched, but we have to try out the old stage first. The horse needs to stretch its legs, it's not done running yet. I feel the ancient boards under my shoulder blades, he makes love to me passionately and quietly the way I'm sure people did back a long time ago when the old theatre was first opened. We find a sweet and tingling rhythm, tired and satisfied and light. His body starts to jolt, buzzes a little, and I whisper a laugh while the horse gets into a gallop, it picks up speed and we’re both on our way up into the Ferris wheel, right underneath the thousands of stars, when we suddenly hear a creaking noise beside us. The floorboards tremble.

         The theatre curtain, the giant peacock's tail that frames the stage, is creaking and the feathers are lowering. It stops when it's halfway open. We stare in horror out at the dark amusement park. If there had been an audience there now they would have gotten a very unusual show. The park is closed. It's completely dark.

         “What's going on?” I whisper and clutch myself to him. Another wooden peacock feather lowers. He rolls onto his back completely worn out and facepalms:

         “Oh shit! It's the same cluster of fuses.”

         “What?”

         “I must have dislodged the peacock's tail when I fixed the light. These ancient circuits can overload and do something like this – damn it.”

         There's clapping from out there. Two hands slowly applauding in the darkness.

         He quickly rolls over to the stairs and stumbles down them. I try following him with a bit more dignity, wrapped in the shawl that was torn during our efforts. It's a prop, not designed to be used.

         While he fiddles with the fuses and his torch I look for a shower. A small door opens to reveal a shower. No light, but the water comes out when I turn the tap, it's completely freezing. A quick dip and large mouthfuls down my throat. He hisses curses at the circuits that fail to do his bidding. I go back to the small dressing room to get my clothes. My dress is still in one piece. A dust cloud emerges from it, but I don't care. The final carrot of the evening for the hungry horse is my good friend the bartender round the corner. He doesn't close shop until early in the morning. I just have to make it out of here without any more electric shocks. I sneak over to the metal door behind the electrician's back. I quickly go through the two doors. I shut them carefully behind me.

         “Encore,” I hear from the dark grounds.

         I'm not sure I feel like it. It'd have to be good. Something worth stopping for. Something that could make the horse rear up. A stable boy with a giant pitchfork. A Harlequin, preferably without trousers. An experience for life. I've just had one of those, goodbye and thank you.

         A hand covers my mouth, and a hoarse voice whispers: “Encore.” The guard. I feel a stony terror in my stomach.

         I quickly turn around, knee him in the groin, and rip the pepper spray out of my purse. I spray him and as he screams I run across the gravel towards the exit. It's locked.

         Of course it's locked now. There has to be a rear exit. Shoues in hand, I sprint back, past the souvenir stalls, Valhal and the Eastern mystic fronts of Valhal and Nimb. The lights are all switched off, I run up an alley past the shooting galleries and hear someone behind me. Someone gasping for breath from sheer exhaustion. Someone shouts:

         “Wait, damn it, wait! It's me, Rasmus!”

      

   


   
      
         
            5. Pompeii
   

         

         She lies in bed on the large dark red velvet curtains. He found them the other day in the old house that had been abandoned after the earthquake. There is still a bit of gravel in the seams, and the smell of dust is as nose-tingling as it had been when they took them down and carried them home.

          
   

         He stands behind the head of the bed. She lies in the velvet as though it were a hammock, and he carefully pulls the fabric towards him, closer and closer.

         “There was a dog,” she says.

         He lowers the velvet and observes her face, upside-down from his. When he leans in to kiss her, their noses hit each other’s chins. He cut her blonde spiky hair the other day, same length all over, a bright halo around her head. Her nightgown is of black satin with red blackberry buttons from the neck all the way down to the feet, where she is still wearing the flat gold slippers with pointy toes.
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