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Chapter One

Miles of ocean passed beneath us before the plane landed at the airport in Amsterdam. I was too nervous to sleep during the flight. The strangeness of my adventure had by then dulled my mind, while heightening my physical senses. I noticed the movement around me, restless passengers as anxious as I was to complete the trip: businessmen and casual travelers, women dressed in everything from stuffy business suits to sweats. I heard their grumbling comments to companions, listened to their laughter, subdued and tired by the time the trip was at its end. I smelled their scents; musty, stale, each a unique perfume.

I felt apart from them, as if I didn’t belong in their seasoned company. I was sensibly wearing a pair of black slacks, a new green sweater and a pair of walking shoes. Neil said I looked like a world traveler—although I knew he was just joking. Neil had always been secure with my dressing modestly. Perhaps he was as nervous as I was about this trip and who I’d meet. This was more than a trip; we would be apart for the first time since we were married three years before. 

He let me go with little effort, and I tried not to wonder why it was so easy. After all, we are madly in love, like newlyweds. 

Perhaps he was simply happy for me, winning the art fellowship. Me, Marlena Rowlands, who’d never won anything in her life. I submitted my portfolio of pen and ink sketches and watercolor landscapes months before, with no thought of being accepted by the prestigious program. I was sure that this Midwest girl would never be able to compete with the New York art crowd and their cutting edge vision of man, society and artistic expression. When the fellowship committee called, my legs went weak, buckling out from under me in the front hallway of the apartment. I sat on the hardwood floor, the phone receiver still in my hand, weeping, while Juggles, my cat, wandered into my lap, curled up and purred. 

“Accept?”

“Yes, well, yes, I suppose,” I must have sounded like a fool, “Of course. I’m delighted.” Of course, I was delighted, thrilled, shocked, stunned, afraid. 

The plane touched down and my insides burst with unplanned warmth, like a predilection. In the region of my crotch, but expanding ruthlessly outward until my fingertips were tingling and my poor fingers were hardly able to function. Rising to my feet, I raised the strap of my carry-on over my shoulder and moved, head down through the crowd on the way to the baggage claim. As I looked up searching directional signs in English, I could feel the panic in me begin to surface.

A foreign country and a different life lay ahead. 

I had read the literature regarding every museum…the Van Gogh…the Rijksmuseum…the Stedelijk, my heart swimming in the good fortune; I’d see with my own eyes what I’d so far only seen in books and on the internet. It was my fondest dream to dive into a foreign city, to walk its streets, breathe its air, taste its food and test its sounds with my novice ears, observe with my artist’s body the whole of an alien culture. And yet, while my lofty desire propelled me forward, so too did the knowledge that this ancient city flaunted the prurient need of humankind in its notorious Red Light District. That fact scared me. I wondered if I’d be better off in Paris, Rome or Athens, where sexuality was more than a commodity, but an act of love.

At my going away party, Neil joked with me about behaving myself, to which I blushed in front of our friends, and went for another drink to cover my embarrassment. ‘The blush becomes you, but it’s only a reflection of what’s inside,’ I recall my high-school English teacher once saying of my bright red cheeks. What was in me that made me blush then and now made the fire in my belly crescendo the closer the airport taxi came to my hotel? 

I loved everything I saw as I stared out of the taxi windows. My other world opened before me in a mixture of Old World quaint and ultra-modern. I couldn’t wait to walk along the canals, down the tiny streets, think, listen, feel, breathe another country’s air with the idea of making it nourish my soul. But even as my tired eyes strained to take in the scenery that moved too rapidly by my window and affix it with some lofty purpose, I sought with curious eyes for signs of de Walletjes with its infamous women in the windows, proselytizing sex with a come-hither stare, a turned hip, a crooked finger, a lurid solicitation. ‘Yes, yes,’ I reminded myself. I would, yes, tour the Red Light District. I promised myself long before I boarded the plane that I would not miss this opportunity, but only after I’d settled into the residence, found my way to the art school, allowed my nervous energy to abate and gather my wits enough to experience de Walletjes as art, not porn. 

***

I sat at the tavern adjacent to the residence lobby; I believe the two establishments were separate, although they shared the same entrance. The walls, the wood, the brick reeked of centuries past, and the aroma of liquid spirits poured in abundance for a nightly cliental of working men and travelers. Constructed in the 17th Century, the tavern was attached to the residence sometime later. My experience of Amsterdam would begin here inside these walls. I wanted to be comfortable in this place before I ventured out. This would be home. Oh, how careful reasoning closed its grip around my vehement desire! Truth was, as night fell on the city and I remained half-frozen in my room, I had lost my spirit for adventure, while assuming it would return to me the next day. 

My aim was clear for my stay here—beyond what I’d learn from the Master instructors at the art school. Ten weeks steeped in the powerful forces of the past. I wanted to blend with the scenery, disappear inside the attitude of the humanity around me, and find my vision altered in some way because I’d been here. This opportunity would never happen again. I feared squandering the experience far more than I feared succeeding, or not succeeding with sketch pens and watercolor.

The ancient bar was worn, polished down, tired but not weary. The wood was smooth and warm beneath my hand, while the vinyl barstool I sat on was a little sticky from the last customer. I sipped my beer, hating its taste, but was determined to drink it to the last drop, or at least until the calming effects of the alcohol had a chance to work. 

“Your first night in Amsterdam?” I heard the man’s voice beside me and turned, disturbed because he sounded so American. I wanted to be anything but American, but I’m sure the truth was written in my face, my plain brown hair and my simple department store clothes. I’d chosen a blue denim skirt and white sweater, the clothes of a Midwestern girl. Oh, how could I call myself an artist when I dressed like such an ordinary woman? 

I thought the man was staring at my chest, so I looked down, remembering how nicely the white knit stretched across my breasts. Neil said he’d married me for my tits. I told him that he could adore the asset as much as he wanted, but please don’t call them tits, or boobs or anything else that might come from the mouth of a leering teenager. 

I self-consciously looked up into the warm and smiling face of a man who made me shudder. I felt confronted by an energy that pulled in all around me, and I immediately wanted to wrest from its grasp and flee. I’m not certain the reason. But being polite and feeling silly for this moment of panic, I stuck to my seat, while my palms began to sweat. I pressed them against my skirt nervously.

“How did you guess?” I said.

“Just a hunch.” He extended his hand. “Jackson Nichols. American. San Francisco. I’m here on business.”  

I let him take my hand and smiled nervously, “Marlena Rowlands. American too. Minneapolis. I’m here on an art fellowship.”

His raised his thick dark brows, impressed by the information. 

I was impressed by him—a full substantial man, the hair on his head as dark as his brows, but greying at the temples. His eyes could nurture as they were nurturing me now, but I expected they could spark in anger or lust with equal ease.

“I’ll bet you feel alone.”

“Yeah, a little. But I am married.” Oh, why did I say that! Sounded like an excuse. I could feel my cheeks brighten like a girl’s.

He shook his head, “No need to be embarrassed.”

“You’re married, too?”

“No. Happily single.”

I nodded. Yes. A player, a man of the world, assertive, self-reliant, intelligent. He was sophisticated and rugged at the same time.

“You seem a bit nervous.”

“Is it that obvious?”

“A little. I have good instincts.”

“And are you lonely, too?” I fingered my drink glass a little too much.

“Sometimes, I’m very lonely.” He scooted one seat over, so we were side by side. “But not now.” I imagine that a woman used to meeting men in bars might interpret his move as an unashamed seduction. I honestly couldn’t say. Regardless, I sensed a genuinely kind and prudent man in the body beside me. He was simply being friendly. 

I blushed again.

“I’m here for ten weeks, a study fellowship. All this is new to me.”

“I’d imagine a city like this would be a little scary for someone like you?”

“It is.”

“And you’ll want to introduce yourself slowly.”

“If you mean am I going to walk the Red Light District tomorrow, no, I won’t be doing that so soon.” I laughed.

“But you don’t want to miss it. It is truly an asset to this city, to the world even.”

“Why do you think that?”

He shrugged. “I think we deserve to have our naughty secret thoughts exhibited for our eyes plain as day. Here that happens, no apologies, no shame, just a slice of reality, and a fascinating one at that.”

His eyes glimmered furtively. Maybe he was seducing me.

“Novel idea,” I said, feeling a little less nervous, but curiously titillated by his attention.“So you’re from Minneapolis, you’re married…what does your husband—does he have a name?”

“Neil.”

“What does Neil think about you being here alone?”

“He thought it was an opportunity I couldn’t pass up.”

“Generous man. Most men would think twice about sending their wife to a foreign city alone.”

“I think he thought about it more than twice. But then, some things you can’t reject just because they are inconvenient. I wish he were here, but being philosophical about it, maybe there’s a good reason why I’m here alone. Neil certainly wouldn’t be interested in the art end of the trip. He thinks of my art as a hobby, not something serious. Are you in Amsterdam for long?”

“As long as my business takes. I’m thinking it will be at least a month before I wrap up here and move on.”

“Move on to what?”

“I’ll have to be in Hong Kong by August for a conference on environmental issues affecting international corporations.”

“Is that as dull as it sounds?”

He smiled again. “Probably more so.”

I might have talked with him all night; a cozy familiarity seemed to spring up between us with so little effort. I can’t recall when I’d talked to a strange man like this before. At the same time, his energy made me nervous and I couldn’t effectively suppress my need to flee. The conversation continued for several more minutes while I hastily chugged the foul tasting beer. My head felt light; I laughed easily. But even the liquor couldn’t keep me in my seat. I pleaded weariness and the need to get up early in the morning. I slipped off the seat, clumsily grabbed my purse and waved goodbye, wishing as I walked away that I looked like the kind of woman Jackson Nichols would have clinging to his arm. 

***

Although I walked into my classroom with fearless intention, dressed in the most avant-garde thing I owned—black slacks, black turtleneck and a Fendi silk scarf in brilliant shades of turquoise blue—I still experienced the nervous titters of an uncouth Midwestern farm girl. To my surprise and dismay, I attracted the attention of Roelf, my instructor, whose pomposity made him so aloof that the dozen of us in the class hardly dared say a word during our first session. When the class period finished and I was gathering my things, he called me over. I shuddered hearing the sound of my name spoken in his rich accent. I immediately worried that he was going to tell me not to come back. 

“Marlena.” His voice cut the air again, this time noticeably louder. I and everyone else still in the room turned to see what he wanted. “Come here.” He motioned me with his outstretched hand, while I stood unmoving, stunned and terrified. He shook his head in wonder, seeing how I quaked, and added for my benefit, “I don’t bite.”

I tried smiling; a failed attempt, then crept forward, careful not to make too much noise. Why that was necessary, I wasn’t sure. 

“Come here,” he urged again until we stood close, Roelf taking my hand and inspecting my face. “Your face…,” his gaze moved as he spoke, “your body, yes.” From the tip of my nose, to my knees, and everything in-between bore up under his scrutiny. “I should like to see you naked, modeling, I think. Something you’ll agree to.”

“Model? Live model?”

“Exactly.”

“I-I no,” I shook my head. “No, no I don’t think so.” The blush broadened heatedly all over my neck and face.

“Ja, I think you can. You should be proud of what you have here.” At this point, he was focused solely on my chest, touching the side of my left tit in a manner far too fond for a stranger. I could feel my nipples hardening under the turtleneck, advertising themselves through the fabric with no restraint at all. Being a large-chested, big-nippled woman had been my personal hardship except when in bed with Neil. Never had I thought the fact would haunt me in this country too. Did I think the Dutch were less interested in the female mammaries? How stupid was that? 

“I just, I mean, I can’t imagine,” I again attempted to decline.

“Sleep on it, huh?” he countered me with a perfunctory smile. “I have a class at four in the afternoon. That should fit your program?” He raised his eyebrows high, condescendingly so, I thought, then ran a hand through his unruly parched blond hair. He was exceedingly sexy. Low-slung black trousers hung alluring on his slim body, while the fabric in the rear fit tight to his prominently rounded ass. He was vain, and knew it. But clearly, he eschewed formality and held us all in great contempt. Even the paint-stained t-shirt seemed like the sign of a man too busy to care with mundane niceties. I was used to that, however, having dabbled on the fringes of art-mania for many years. What unsettled me was the proposal he refused to forget. I stumbled on saying:

“I’m sorry. You surprised me with the offer. I just don’t think I could.”

He surveyed me again, even more critically this last time. “You come to Amsterdam to learn, not hide in a hotel room. Stay tomorrow for my four o’clock.”

This felt more like an order than a request—a request I’d have to find a way to diplomatically refuse. But I’d save that for tomorrow.

***

I sat on my familiar barstool after dinner, noting my exhaustion. I had walked the streets around the residence deep in thought, mulling Roelf’s proposal, barely taking in the atmosphere around me that I so wanted to absorb. How could the man so freely assume my need, or my willingness to bare myself? Just because I was in Amsterdam didn’t mean I’d thrown away my modesty and good sense to pose nude for him. I had every right to choose when and with whom I bared my body, I silently argued my point.

Posing…I thought about its significance. I’d taken several live model classes in my art training. There was nothing sleazy about the act of drawing nude females—or males. Nothing sleazy about those daring enough to shed their clothes. I knew this, and I could rationalize the reasons all day. But for myself? Never! I quickly concluded every time I considered my decision. And yet… 

“You’re pre-occupied,” I heard Jackson’s voice knock me from my befuddlement. A welcome diversion. 

“Hi, there.”

“Troubled? First day at school a tough one?”

“Isn’t it always?” I replicated his warm greeting with a broad smile. 

“You understand the language, I hope?”

“Oh, heavens no! Thankfully, our instructor speaks English.”

“Good deal.”

“Unfortunately, the instructor, Roelf Jansz, is a pompous ass.” I sighed with some satisfaction having allowed myself to admit this. “But I’m pretty much used to that. I was just hoping.”

“This is your only class?”

“No, I have two others that start tomorrow.”

I wished we’d found another subject to talk about. As I thought of the art school, my dilemma seemed to jump right to the front of my mind like a child’s nagging questions. I smiled, trying to hide my concern but Jackson noticed anyway.

“What’s up?” he was curious.

I laughed and spit out before I could silence myself. “I had the most interesting proposal today.”

“Which was?”

“My very pompous professor, very pompously proposed that I be his live model in a section of his studio art class tomorrow afternoon.”

He raised his eyebrows and smiled a bit amusedly. “Well, he’s obviously a man who understands good form.”

I blushed, although coming from Jackson, the comment was a compliment. 

“I suppose that would be a challenge for you?”

“Oh, but I’m not going to do it!”

“Why the heck not?”

“You make it sound like it’s an honor.”

“Maybe it is.”

“It’s not that I’m shy or anything,” this was giving me away, “but I’m just not the type.”

“Like you’re not the type to win an art fellowship to Amsterdam, but you did. Don’t sell yourself short, Marlena Rowlands.”

“I can’t imagine taking off my clothes in front of people, let alone having the poise not to shake the entire time. That’s hardly the quality of a good model. I mean, what would Neil say?”

“Call him and find out.”

“I already know what he’ll say. He’ll say no, and then get all upset because I even considered it.”

“Maybe.” He took a sip of the scotch the bartender placed in front of him. “It’s just my opinion, and granted, I don’t know you all that well, but I think life is too short to turn down offers like this one, especially for an attractive woman in a foreign city, with a chance to do something different with her life. Why take on a trip like this, if you plan to turn down the juicy parts in favor of the same thing you have at home? You must have come here because you didn’t want more of that same life.”

He had a point, the same one Roelf made, but coming from Jackson, I was more willing to consider its value.

“Think about it? What if you turn him down, how will you feel then?”

My body was unreasonably alive. My heart raced. “I’m just so afraid I’ll get laughed at or something.”

“Well, maybe if you have the tattoo of ‘rock star’ on your ass, but I’m betting you don’t.” 

We both laughed and the tension seemed to break, at least for a moment. Laughing seemed to be a consequence of every conversation with this man, that, and feeling my anxious tension melt away. I no longer felt tied in a bundle of knots.

“I’ll tell you what? You do your modeling tomorrow and I’ll take you out to dinner, a really nice place. We might even take in a few sights… like the ones you’re so afraid of? Maybe the company of a man will make it easier to handle de Walletjes.”

“And if I don’t have the guts to go through with it?” I asked. 

“Well then, you should be spanked hard and sent to bed.”

Oh, my! I had to fight myself from imagining Jackson Nichols pulling me across his lap and paddling my behind. Even toying with the idea, my stomach turned somersaults and the physical sensation between my thighs ranted sexually. I could almost smell the aroma of my aroused crotch while my belly burned with lust.

Suddenly, but not surprisingly, my infatuation for Jackson exploded crazily. He talked about secret things with such ease. My mind and body fixated on him, just as he seemed wholly fixated on me—like I was the only thing that mattered to him in the entire world. What a silly, childish thing to think!

I giggled, nervously. “You spank women often?”

“Only when they need it,” he quipped flirtatiously. 

I stared into his eyes, seeing a strangely smoldering quality that was both beautiful and alarming. I don’t think I’d ever met a more attractive man. And I couldn’t now hide the aching from myself. It was this place, this city, this man, and me, all colliding together, driving me toward the fascination for sexuality I tried hard to ignore. 

“And you’d spank me?” I couldn’t believe I was flirting back so glibly. 

“I bet you’d like it.”

“Like it!” I sounded offended, but I wasn’t.

He took a deep breath, and eased back. Only then did I realize how physically close we were. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t go on like that. But my offer is sincere. Get you away from this place, lovely as it is…I would think you’d be happy to take a break from the four walls of your room. And there are a lot nicer taverns than this one.”“Well then,” I started boldly, “how about we meet here tomorrow, and I’ll let you know if I was daring enough to suit you?”

His eyes shone. “Seven?”

“I’ll be here.”

Jackson changed the subject, delving into the topic of my artistic accomplishments. He recommended art galleries, museums, and filled my head with a thousand thoughts that had been bound up inside me since I stuffed them away—I believe it was the minute I stepped off the plane that I began to close down.

We talked until midnight, until I started yawning and he sent me to bed. 

“Sleep,” he said. “Big day tomorrow. But don’t obsess.” He pointed his finger at me meaningfully, sounding parental.

My body took another flying leap toward an adulterous lust and I curiously didn’t care. This was the last time I’d be in Amsterdam like this, on my own, being a woman alone and unattached. Yes, there was Neil, my husband—and I loved Neil. But I knew that holding myself to a virtuous ideal was expecting too much of my young self. I had no plans to screw anyone, but I needed to loosen the knots around my fettered brain and enjoy myself. I could with Jackson. He felt as safe as much as he felt like a risky gamble.  


Chapter Two 

The studio had been so quiet that I was afraid to even breathe. Here I was, naked as a new day with a dozen pairs of eyes attentively glued to my body…

When I arrived at four o’clock following my last class, I stood in the doorway silent, almost hoping that Roelf wouldn’t notice me and I’d just slip away without having to fulfill my side of the agreement I’d made with Jackson. But Roelf did notice that I’d arrived and ushered me inside to a room where I could change into a robe—a purple silk that smelled stale of sweat and liquor and cigarette smoke. 

Once changed, I tiptoed into the studio, trying to casually hold the robe closed in front of me and not look like a nervous Nelly as I quaked in fear.

“Over there,” Roelf pointed to a riser in the middle of the room. His students were beginning to file in and set up for the session, although they paid little attention to me. 

I moved to the riser where a simple Doric column made of white plaster was the only thing that graced the small stage. I waited for more instructions, hoping that Roelf would be kind enough to address me personally, privately, and ease my fear. But once he was ready and everyone was waiting for the session to begin, he called out from the side of the room in a brisk voice, “Drop the robe, Marlena, face the column, raise your arms and in lean against it.”

I lowered my eyes demurely and shrugged the purple fabric from my shoulders. It quickly swished to the floor at my feet, allowing a soft rush of air to attack my naked skin. I raised my arms as Roelf instructed and leaned forward while taking a deep breath and settled as comfortably as possible against the cool smoothness of the supporting pillar.

I sensed the many eyes from all sides of me straining, appraising, considering the outline of my body, the curve of my legs, the swell of my breasts and hips, or at least what they could see from their unique vantage point. I twitched a little uncontrollably, especially when I recalled Jackson’s spanking promise. How rude of him! And yet, how amazing!  But I immediately dropped thoughts of Jackson and attempted to calm myself again with another deep breath. I reminded myself how a dozen times I’d viewed a live nude in my art school training. I had nothing to fear. I’m art now. Not sex, but lines, angles, curves and shape. Elements to study, examine and sketch.

For a time, my mind went blank. Except for the persistent throbbing in my belly and the rising heat between my legs, I remained detached from the activity around me.

“Just sketch, class. Just sketch,” Roelf told his students impatiently. “You have just a minute left. Just one minute. Nothing else. Capture all you can. Now! The moment, the moment is paramount. ” He paced the room. Anger seemed to billow all around him.

A minute! That was all? Would I be done then? Was that all he needed from me, a few minutes of exposure. Surely, I could survive this much.

That last minute passed slowly by as pencil and charcoal flew in the hands of Roelf’s students. When the minute was over, Roelf clapped his hands, work stopped and he called to me again, “Relax, Marlena, take a breath, and then turn around.” I completed each instruction with robotic efficiency, and stood with my back to the column. “Hands behind you, spread your legs and lean back,” he continued while adding on the frightful details. As I further exposed myself to the eyes that watched, my composure disappeared into an instant of panic. I breathed again, willing myself to relax. “Arch your back, raise the breasts, hold that pose for me and don’t move,” Roelf continued as if he were purposely trying to overwhelm me.

I felt trapped, betrayed and angry, but still, a lusty energy swelled in my belly. Realizing what I was feeling, I tried to deny the truth, but failed. I only hoped that there was no evidence of my arousal obvious to the students. Roelf continued giving more instructions, to his class this time, which I could ignore. Then I heard him address me one more time, “Let’s change again,” just as I finally felt my body relax against the pillar. 

“Turn around, bend over and stick out your ass, legs straight, feet together,” he clicked off the words with military precision, which prompted my immediate obedience—and another bout of anxious panic. “Pretend you’re about to be caned,” Roelf added with an undisguised hint of amusement in his voice. My body trembled with a cold chill racing up my back.

This horrible stance made me blush anew, even though I could easily hide my red face. I posed with my head tucked between my arms as they grasped the pillar for support. My large breasts dangled beneath me, while a draft of cool air unleashed a rash of goosebumps across my arms and tightened my nipples into knots of sensitive, throbbing red. I was afraid that my crotch had moistened from the feral feeling that aroused my sexual body. I could only hope that the accompanying fear would subvert any obvious flood of juices from between my legs. I’m a woman who emits a good deal of female nectar while in the act of making love; this launches Neil’s sexual excitement and in seconds stiffens his erection. But I was not at that moment in the middle of sex and had no desire to communicate my arousal to a room of strangers. I prayed that Roelf would find a new, less demeaning—less revealing—position soon. 

Unfortunately, it seemed that this particular pose was the one the artist chose to focus on, as if the other poses were just warm ups for the tarty look of my exhibited rump. He took a great deal of time pointing out muscles, the shape of my pendant breasts, and the roundedness of the female posterior—mine being an ideal example. He even jumped up on the riser and touched my bottom as if I were an inanimate doll. My body was not my own, but his. 

At last, with a good sharp smack on my rear, he said, “You can go, Marlena.”

I stood up dizzyingly fast, and while still flustered and blushing, I moved quickly to the dressing room, not even bothering to gather up the purple robe. I spent the next five minutes while I dressed, trying not to touch myself, or think about the crescendo of sexual heat teasing my every nerve. When I finally had the courage to open the dressing room door, the class was busy working on whatever sketching assignment they’d been given—I believe they were to sketch me from memory, but by then I hardly cared about anything but escaping the room. 

Roelf had other ideas, however. He moved to my side and put his arm around my shoulder with familiar ease. 

“Again tomorrow,” he said curtly.

“Again?”

“Of course. Your body fits my archetype.” His smile contained no mirth, no warmth, being perfunctory and cold. “You can go now.”

No thanks. No appreciation. And yet, thankfully, no mention of the sexual arousal I worried would be obvious to anyone who saw me posed. 

***

“I take it I don’t have to spank you,” Jackson said when he walked in the tavern and spotted me sitting, not on the barstool, but at a table by the window.

“You’re right,” I said with a telling smile. 

“Or, perhaps I should spank you anyway, just for fun,” he joked.

“Maybe you should, I feel so naughty.” I smirked flirtatiously, elated in my triumph. 

“Naughty. I like that. But first dinner.” He extended his hand as I moved to my feet, then he took my arm and we walked out the door into the light and the sights of the Amsterdam night. 

Just being with Jackson seemed to dispel the disquiet that had followed me out of the studio.

Dinner amazed me. Every bite of food melted on my tongue. The wine raced to my head. My vision blurred in the muted light of the romantic setting. The soft clinking of glasses, and music like Bach’s Water Music, but not quite that ancient, stirred the air with soft peculiar sounds. The room was tinted with a sepia glow from tiny lanterns. Mingling amidst all that were aromas that infused the air with aphrodisiacs enough to send the diners into an orgy of craving hunger.

Although I was somewhat distraught when I left the studio class, I was oddly euphoric as well. And I was too excited to go back to my room and put on the same old Midwestern clothes for my date with Jackson. I stopped at the first woman’s shop I found and bought a new dress for the occasion, knowing it was time to shed the Minneapolis girl and become a woman who dared dangerous things. The deep emerald colored fabric clung to the curves of my flesh, hugging at the hips and breasts, announcing them, announcing femininity with a grand shout. The ‘V’ neck slumped into the valley between my breasts where I sprayed a new scent of perfume—a European toilet water that smelled a bit like roses one minute and then something very different the next. I wore a garter-belt, nylon stockings with dark seams running up the back, and a pair of heels so high I thought I’d be crippled by the time the night was over. I knew that my desire to throw off the old Midwest me seemed more in charge than being sensible. 

As my mind spun, I imagined myself unmarried, no attachments, no Neil, no life back home, courting Jackson, wanting him. I could think of my husband and feel my heart warm with love. Love, yes, but not the lust I felt now. Ashamed of my racing thoughts, I self-consciously straightened in my seat and pressed my hands in my lap, feeling a flood of regret. 

Jackson noticed the change almost immediately. “Something wrong?” he asked.

“I have to keep my head about me. I don’t want to regret this trip.” 

“That would be a shame. But what’s there to regret?”

“I feel a little guilty. Here I am with a man I hardly know, dining like a princess in a foreign city, while half-way across the planet, my husband sits home…”

