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         Honeymoon
      

         “You guys are amazing,” says José, glistening with sweat and still hard, as he walks the few feet to the bathroom from Jonathan’s and my double bed.

         He scratches his balls and asks to borrow a toothbrush. José is a slightly overweight, slightly balding thirty-three-year-old from Madrid. We met him on an all-inclusive vacation to Ibiza last year, when he initiated us into the mysteries of threesomes.

         “Are you heading to Ericsson too?” asks Jonathan when we’ve finished breakfast and are getting ready for the first day of the work week. “In that case, you can ride with Julia and me.”

         Jonathan’s and my little pad in Gamla Stan isn’t ideally located for our work in Kista. But we’re not yet ready to give up central Stockholm for the northern suburbs, even with our wedding just six months away.

         “It’s your big day at the end of May,” as my dad keeps reminding us. “Will you be moving back home?”

         My dad is a dyed-in-the-wool Gothenburger and has a hard time understanding why anyone would voluntarily leave the west coast of Sweden, where the sun sets over the ocean and you can get fresh fish seven days a week.

         “Maybe when we start a family,” I reply evasively, wondering to myself what it would be like not only to have your husband and lover as co-workers, but also to run the risk of encountering your father at business meetings.

         I laugh out loud.

         “What’s so funny?” asks Jonathan, as we drive toward the parking lot after dropping off José.

         “I have a meeting with my boss this morning. I hope I can focus on what she’s saying and my mind doesn’t drift back to last night’s activities.”

         “So long as you don’t moan and shriek like last night, you should be fine,” replies Jonathan with a grin.

         “What do women really see in him?” I continue, gesturing in the direction of José, who is sauntering toward the front door.

         His baggy old-man trousers emphasize his flabby ass. Seriously, who wears those these days? His shirt isn’t pressed. And I used to think the dress code was stricter in Spain! Although maybe that’s why they send him to Stockholm so often? He looks like a person who does too much of everything: working, smoking, drinking, and fucking. A bon vivant, as he would say.

         “The same thing you do, presumably,” snickers Jonathan. “He just seems to be a good fuck.”

         “Only because I keep my eyes shut and hold your hand,” I reply, giving him an affectionate slap on the arm.

         Riding the elevator to the fourth floor, I ask myself if I am really so superficial. How else can this sharp-suited controller by day turn into the horny woman who was lying between two sweaty men a couple of hours ago? As confidently as I spread myself before a virtually unknown man behind closed blinds in the small hours, I glide into the bright conference room on the fourth floor. Place my iPad in front of me on the large, oval wooden table. I look up as my boss hurries in. She collapses into the chair, wiping three beads of sweat from her brow as usual. I’m only half listening as she chatters about the four-year-old who woke up with the flu and the one-year-old who won’t settle in at daycare. She takes a deep breath, places both hands on the table and gives me a commanding look and then inquires:

         “Ready to discuss this week’s challenges?”

         “Absolutely,” I reply.

          
      

         With business over for the day, Jonathan and I argue over whether it’s possible to get an after-work drink in Kista. Although we’ve been commuting here daily for three years, we’ve never gotten around to exploring the neighborhood in the evening.

         “It’s not possible,” affirms José when he shows up twenty-eight minutes late and we still haven’t decided. “Let’s go to Riche and have dinner,” he continues. “Then you can leave the car there. It must cost a fortune to take a taxi from Kista to Gamla Stan.”

         “What’s wrong with the subway?” I ask rhetorically, while agreeing that Östermalm sounds much more pleasant than this glass and concrete ghetto.

         “We’d like some bubbly,” says José a little while later, before we’ve even taken off our coats.

         “I can recommend a bottle of Charles Lafitte, vintage 1999,” replies the waiter.

         “How much is that?” asks Jonathan.

         “Forty thousand,” says the waiter, grinning at Jonathan’s aghast expression. “Only kidding. Will you be dining with us this evening?”

         “Of course. Dinner’s on me,” replies José, immersing himself in the menu. “Just give us a few minutes, please.”

         “You can’t dine at Riche without trying Toast Skagen,” I tell José, pointing out the English description on his menu. “One of the chefs at this restaurant in the 1950s created it as an appetizer.”

         “Is it satisfying enough on its own?”

         “Maybe not, but I think I’ll start with it anyway.”

         “Okay, sounds good,” says José, casting aside the menu and beckoning the waiter. “We’ve decided.”

         A little while later, the renowned culinary sensation arrives, artfully arranged on large white plates.

         “What are your summer vacation plans?” asks José.

         “We’re getting married at the end of May and then going on a honeymoon, but we don’t know where yet,” replies Jonathan.

         “Come with me to Cap d’Agde for a week.”

         “Cap where?” Jonathan and I ask in unison.

         “Call yourselves swingers?” mutters José, shaking his head. “Cap d’Agde is the capital of hedonism. Check out this website and give me a call when you’ve made up your mind. You won’t regret it. It’s an experience of a lifetime.”

          
      

         Early one Saturday morning, seven months later, José pulls up outside our Barcelona hotel in a big black BMW, accompanied by his new girlfriend. According to José, she’s Pakistani-American and her name is so unusual that neither Jonathan nor I can remember it.

         “How do you pronounce your name?” asks Jonathan after we’ve all said our hellos and gotten in the car.

         “Diana”, replies Diana, giving him a strange look.

         We both suddenly realize that this is not the same girl we were supposed to be spending our vacation with. José has found a stand-in.

         “Where are you from?” I ask.

         “The Canary Islands”, replies Diana.

         “Awesome!” I exclaim, really meaning it. “What’s it like there?”

         José smiles at me in the rearview mirror, thankful that I’ve saved us from the awkward situation that could have arisen.

         In the course of four hours of small talk and expectant laughter, we cross the Pyrenees and the border between Spain and France. After lunch and a pit stop, we finally reach the Mediterranean and the 2,600-year-old French town with a population of just over twenty thousand — and many times more than that during the summer months. In the nudist village we’re heading to, just outside Cap d’Agde, the population alone rises to forty thousand.

         We are greeted by a tall, light-blue metal gate. In the adjacent round building, someone presses a button. Flakes of paint fall off the gate as it slowly opens, creaking loudly. José parks the car and gets out.

         “Come on, let’s sign in,” he says, taking Diana by the hand.

         Jonathan and I slouch along a few feet behind them as if subconsciously trying to avoid being caught on the surveillance cameras. Some uniformed men brusquely usher us into something resembling an oversize guardhouse or a ski lift station in the Alps.

         “All visitors have to register,” explains José, handing out white forms that look like an American visa application.

         Standing at a wall-mounted counter resembling a schoolroom desk, we fill out our personal information. After paying the parking fee, we are issued a pass that is valid for the duration of our intended stay. We drive on into a parallel universe.

         “Oh my God!” I exclaim, pressing my nose to the car window.

         We move slowly forward among the village residents: Tall and short. Fat and skinny. Old and young. The whole place is teeming with them: on the beach, by the pool, on the streets, going in and out of the stores. Forty thousand people in a relatively small space is a lot of people. Especially if they are all naked. Even the road signs warn of people with clothes on.

         “Stop behaving like we’re at Kolmården Wildlife Park!” hisses Jonathan.

         “Fascinating, huh?” chuckles José. “Just a shame we couldn’t rent a private apartment. You left it too late before making up your minds. Everything was fully booked. So we’ll just have to make do with the seediest hotel in Europe.”

         José is not exaggerating. In spite of the prices, the hotel has seen better days. It was probably one of the first hotels built when the nudist village was founded in the seventies and doesn’t appear to have been updated since. Like everywhere in France, the rooms are small. Jonathan, who grew up in a palatial home in Saltsjöbaden, groans with claustrophobia.

         “Don’t be mad, man!” says José, slapping Jonathan on the shoulder. “If I’d told you where we were staying, you’d never have come, would you? Don’t worry, at Cap d’Agde people barely use their hotel rooms. We’ll be back to get you in twenty minutes, okay?”

         With a certain amount of grumbling, Jonathan starts unpacking and laying out his freshly ironed clothes in neat piles on the synthetic, shit-brown bedspread. I open the window on one side of the room and the balcony door on the other in a desperate attempt to create a breeze to clear out the stale mix of ingrained dirt, smoke, and cheap perfume. Jonathan hands me the hairdryer.

         “Ouch!” we cry in unison as our hands meet and the electric shock jolts through our bodies.

         The hairdryer lands on the few square feet of the hotel room floor that are not covered with floral patterned wall-to-wall carpet. The plastic casing splits in two with an ear-rending crack.

         “What the hell have we gotten ourselves into, Julia?” asks Jonathan with a sigh.

         We both collapse on the edge of the bed, which is so soft that we nearly end up on the floor.

         “What’s next, a back injury?” I exclaim, in an attempt at humor, although what I really want to do is cry.

         Months of pent-up expectation. Anticipation during the long journey. And now this!

         Suddenly José is standing in the doorway. He steps over the threshold and comes toward us in his slightly halting, almost nervous way, his schlong swaying as he walks. He stops beside our bed and scratches his balls.

         Why can’t he knock? I think. And why is he always scratching his balls?

         José points at the clothes piled on the bed:

         “You won’t be needing those, you realize? Has it escaped your notice that we’re staying in a nudist village? Come on now. We’ll see you by the pool.”

         Jonathan and I look at each other and burst out laughing.

         “An experience of a lifetime, it is,” says Jonathan, getting up. “You know I love you more than anything in the world, don’t you?” he continues, holding my face in his hands. “I mean, just in case I don’t survive this escapade.”

         “Of course we’ll survive. The fun starts here,” I reply, kissing him on the nose.

          
      

         Jonathan and I trot downstairs with beach towels wrapped around our hips.

         “Bonne journée!” says the receptionist, the first clothed person we have seen since the stern security guards.

         Diana is sitting on the edge of the pool, cooling her feet. I‘m relieved to see that she has kept her bikini bottom on. I sit down beside her, doing likewise.

         “Have you been here before, too?” I ask.

         “No, I’ve only known José for four months.”

         Jonathan lies down on a chaise next to José, letting a corner of his towel cover his genitals. He tries to make it look natural and casual, but José laughs:

         “And here I was thinking you Swedes were liberated,” he snorts. “Cheers!”

         Two or three piña coladas later, no-one can tell that this is Jonathan’s and my first visit this side of Saint-Tropez. The towels fall away when we take a walk to the beach. We head down the street — stark naked. José is talking animatedly on the phone with his boss. As usual. He’s carrying his laptop under his arm. When José isn’t fucking, he’s working. Always.

          
      

         “The beach is invisibly divided into three sections,” explains José. “We’re headed for the far end, where all the swingers hang out.”

         We see what he means as we walk past French, Spanish, and even one or two Swedish families in their birthday suits. Mom, dad, and the kids happily sunbathing in the nude. Some of them have even brought the dog along.

         Several hundred yards further on, we enter the gay territory. Handsome men are posing at the water’s edge, admiring one another’s finely toned muscles. Splashes of salt water turn their hairless bodies white in the sun. Think marble. Adonis.

         “Can’t you and I stay here?” I ask Diana, winking at her conspiratorially.

         Diana stares at me, uncomprehending.

         “Not only is she stupid, but she also has absolutely no sense of humor,” I whisper to Jonathan.

         “But she’s young and pretty,” he replies consolingly, “and we’re not really here to chat with her.”

         “We should have brought a picnic,” I say. “God, what a trek!”

         “It’s good to get some exercise after that long drive. But my back’s starting to burn already,” replies Jonathan.

         “As soon as we’ve found our spot, I’ll put some sunscreen on it for you.”

          
      

         “What the hell...?” I cry, after we are finally installed beneath a parasol at the correct end of the beach.

         I get sand in my eyes as twenty or so pudgy, naked men go jogging past, in pursuit of another naked man waving a pea-green flag and blowing a whistle. The first man stops suddenly in front of a sand dune diagonally across from us.

         “Come and see this,” says José, and the three of us follow him as if he were Dick in the Famous Five.

         This is just too much, I think when I catch sight of the couple fucking in the hollow.

         I have a very hard time seeing what’s sexy about two sickly pale, middle-aged, copulating creatures from Ireland. However, the roundup proves incredibly effective, and within a few minutes, they are surrounded by old guys jerking off. One by one they squirt their white semen over the woman. It mixes with the sand, and I shudder at the thought of how it must chafe and irritate.

         “I want to go home before I throw up,” I finally announce.

         “Don’t be such a party pooper,” says José.

         “José, there is no party to poop,” I reply angrily, starting to pack up my things.

         Jonathan helps me.

         “See you tonight,” he says to José and Diana.

         “Aren’t you coming to Nat Hamman?”

         “What’s that?”

         “A sauna, but during the day it doubles as a sex club. We’re going there shortly.”

         “No, we’ll conserve our energy for tonight,” replies Jonathan, putting his arm around my shoulder.

         “Ouch!” I hiss.

         “Did you get sunburned too?”

         “Apparently.”

         “We should have gotten a base tan before coming.”

         “From eight days of sunshine in Stockholm?”

         “There are tanning salons.”

         We walk back to the hotel in silence. I realize I’m already starting to notice how odd people look with clothes on, although we too have donned thin white sarongs to shield us from the heat. We stop at the grocery store to buy Coke and antipasto for our evening meal. I can smell freshly baked bread from the cake shop next door.

         “Sorry I was so sulky,” I tell Jonathan. “I’m probably just hungry.”

         “I thought it was pretty gross, too.”

         “Did you see the way his ass was wobbling?”

         ”Yes! And her belly was practically overhanging her pussy. You could barely see it.”

         We bump into one or two naked customers among the shelves, and I find myself wondering how salmonella is spread.

          
      

         After a nap back at the hotel, we head out into the evening bustle of bars, restaurants, fashion boutiques, and sex shops. There are five swingers’ clubs within a radius of a few hundred yards. L’Extasia, one of the world’s most famous swingers’ clubs, is located a short car ride outside of town. Although dancing outdoors in a former vineyard sounds tempting, we decide to visit Le Glamour our first night. We’ve already spent long enough in the car today, so we opt for a brief evening stroll instead.

         Le Glamour is elegant. I feel like I’m in an Italian home-furnishing store on Stureplan in Stockholm, staffed by supermodels flown in from Paris and New York. Amazing what a little makeup and trim black clothing can do! Not a single spare tire or wrinkle to be seen. Naked people are, I guess, the unsexiest thing going and I’m extremely thankful that everyone has clothes on. Large interior spaces create an airy feel, even though there must be more than five hundred people in the place. All friendly. Smiling. I like it here.

         We pick up our welcome drinks at the bar and each settle into purple plush armchairs. I take a sip. It tastes like fruit juice. The bartender has been stingy with the liquor. But the juice tastes good and the placebo effect is the same as that of real liquor. Jonathan is a good dancer, but a reluctant one. It takes a while to persuade him to join me on the dance floor. When José and Diana fail to show up after we’ve been dancing for half an hour, Jonathan loses patience and suggests we try our luck by ourselves. In the basement. We’ve heard that’s where the action is. Holding firmly on to the banister, I descend the stairs tentatively in my high heels. One at a time. It feels like when I was a little girl sleeping over at my best friends’ house for the first time. It was really tough when my mom left me on my own, but I knew I had to stay because it would turn out to be fun in the end and I would regret it all my life if I didn’t. Halfway down, I stop and glance at Jonathan. He looks as scared as I am. We clasp each other’s hand and after what feels like an eternity, we reach the lower level, to be met by two security guards in black uniforms. They check to make sure no-one is sneaking in alcohol or too drunk, and that the rules are followed: The section on the right is for couples only. Single men have to go to the left.

         We decided to start with the section on the right. It’s like entering a labyrinth made up of a dozen high, wide beds with thick mattresses. On each mattress, at least three or four couples lie intertwined in complex positions. In the dim light, it’s impossible to tell which body part belongs to whom. Suddenly, the term “orgy” starts to mean something. It’s like watching a porn movie on IMAX. Only better. More human. The plastic actors, melodrama and mechanical repetitions of a porn movie have been cut. I can smell freshly laundered sheets. A man of about twenty-five flings out his arms and curses in French as performance anxiety takes hold. His girlfriend, who is busy with a woman of similar age beside them, rushes over to help him get going again. A slightly older man gives the guy a friendly clap on the shoulder and murmurs something in his ear. Like a soccer player consoling his teammate. I struggle to keep my mouth shut and not stare.

         “They want us to watch,” says Jonathan, trying to sound worldly-wise when I, out of a misplaced sense of respect, start to move on.

         He squeezes my hand, filling me with warm feelings. Toward him and everyone around me. I relax. The mattresses surround me not only in a physical sense. They absorb all distracting noises like a blanket of winter snow. It feels like being cradled in a cocoon. We lean against a wall. Jonathan embraces me from behind. Caresses my belly. My calmness turns into arousal. He tries to insert his hand under my short, tight denim skirt but ends up in one of the skirt’s many pockets. I help him find the right spot. On the bed next to us, a man is kneeling and fucking a woman from behind. She is sucking off the guy across from her. He has his hands on her head, helping her maintain the rhythm. For a moment, our eyes meet. Despite the distance between us, I feel involved. I close my eyes and pretend it’s his fingers I can feel. He seems to read my mind. When I open my eyes again, he reaches out his hand in a welcoming gesture. I’m enjoying his attention, but dare not accept the invitation. I blush and shake my head. He smiles and blows me a kiss.

         A stab of conscience brings me back to reality. Jonathan doesn’t seem to have noticed anything, but I turn around and kiss him anyway. Burrow into his safe embrace like I’m scared of being abducted by more handsome, more interesting men who will love me beyond the bounds of reason. Jonathan strokes my back like he does when I’m upset.

         After a while, horniness gets the better of him and he lifts my skirt. Following José’s instructions, I have left my panties at home. The thought of unknown men’s gazes following Jonathan’s every move over my bare bottom gives me goosebumps. Jonathan returns eagerly to my pussy, turning me around. His fingers rush to find the warm wetness. Then he puts his fingers in his own mouth, followed by mine. The man across from me catches my eye. Licks his lips. I find myself doing likewise. Jonathan’s erection bulges urgently through his jeans. I open his fly and feel his velvet cock throbbing against my bare skin. Jonathan gently pushes me forward. The man across from me reaches out again, and this time I take his hand. It’s sink or swim. He pulls me up on the bed. Holds me tight around the waist. Kisses me passionately all over my face. On my neck. Winds his tongue around mine. It’s hard to keep my balance, even though I’m kneeling and Jonathan has a firm hold of my ass. He parts the cheeks to approach my pussy from behind. He licks my clit until it’s hard. I can’t hold back any longer. Jonathan can’t suck fast enough to keep up with the torrent of juices pouring out of me. I collapse into the fetal position, leaving a wet spot on the sheets.

          
      

         “Don’t go,” says the man, as we prepare to make a circuit of the room after I’ve taken time out to recover.

          
      

         “We’ll be back,” replies Jonathan.

         “Thanks for coming here with me. I love you,” I whisper to him.

         We find our way out through a narrow passageway. It’s single-file traffic, but kissing couples line the wall, extending eager hands to stroke the arm, breast or thigh of a passer-by. My breathing is getting heavier and I regret pulling my skirt back down after my first orgasm. I want to throw myself on one of the beds and make love with Jonathan right now, but he nudges me along from behind until we emerge. Laughing at my lame protests, he whispers:

         
            “Patience is a virtue.”
      

            “You’re just in a hurry to get to the section on the other side,” I joke.
      

            “Of course.”
      

         

         The singles section at Le Glamour is designed like a sex relay with various stops. The air is so heavy with testosterone that you can almost touch it. It’s warm. The first stop consists of a wall of black-painted Masonite with round holes of various sizes in it. On one side, guys insert their cocks; on the other side, women suck them off.

         “Want to try it?” I ask.

         “Is that okay with you?”

         “Of course,” I reply, starting to unbuckle his belt.

         His pants fall to the ground. Jonathan reaches above his head and holds on to the partition separating him from his benefactor on the other side. I caress his back, and he leans his cheek against the wall and groans. The tension that has been building all evening is released, and within a matter of seconds he lets out a yell from deep inside.

         “That has to be a record,” I giggle.

         “This place is such a turn-on,” Jonathan groans.

         “I know,” I sigh.

         At the next stop, there are two red beanbags on the floor, like you see in some alternative delivery rooms. On one of them, a seminude woman lies on her belly. She is wearing an eye mask and holding her husband’s hand. He is directing the men waiting in the growing line, picking out those who will get to fuck his wife from behind. I am fascinated by the primitive lust, the spectacular surroundings, and the titillating fear of being discovered. Of being branded a whore.

         “Want to give it a go?” Jonathan inquires.

         “I don’t dare,” I reply. “Maybe next time.”

         For the time being, I’m content to only fantasize about being gangbanged.

          
      

         The third stop is a black tent. We go in. I run my hand along the fabric wall so I don’t stumble or lose my balance. A shadow approaches. Someone’s fingers meet mine. I’m not scared. Jonathan is right beside me. I’m in the best of all worlds: excited to the core yet totally safe.

         “Okay?” I hear a tall man ask in a distinctly Italian accent.

         I allow myself to be swallowed by the darkness and the scent of Carolina Herrera 212. The man places my hand on his penis. He is big. At this point, it won’t take much to make me spread my legs. For anyone. I want cock. Who cares if the guy drives a garbage truck or is studying to be a brain surgeon? Jonathan lifts me onto the shelf running along the wall.

         “He wants to fuck you,” whispers Jonathan, who is equally unconcerned with formalities.

         “Inglese?”

         “Yes,” Jonathan lies to avoid further conversation.

         My eyes start to grow accustomed to the dark. Enough, at least, for me to make out the silhouette of the aging, grizzled Don Giovanni, who lifts up my top and begins to suck on my rock-hard nipples. Jonathan strokes my bare back. I start to grow desperate. Can’t take the pleasure anymore. Grab hold of the man’s cheeks and give him a french kiss. Minty taste. His stubble scratches. I grope at the man’s fly. Jonathan hands me a condom, which he finds in a woven basket beside us. Always prepared. I barely have time to put it on him before the Italian lifts me down, takes a seat and gestures to me to straddle him. Right now, there’s just the two of us. Jonathan is back in Stockholm. My new lover fills me. I kiss him wildly, my tongue spinning. He pinches my nipples. Spanks my ass intermittently. I sense things are getting rough. Feel it starting. I increase the tempo. He helps, using his hands. His cock. His whole body. He wants to go deeper. Picks me up and lays me on the floor without sliding out.

         “What’s your name?” he asks.

         “Julia.”

         “You like to fuck, Julia, don’t you?”

         “I love to fuck!”

         It feels like he’s going to split me in two. So deep. So fast. Pleasure and pain so close. It feels like it will never end. It has to end. I dig my nails into his back and cry out. The juices squirt as he answers me:

         “Julia!”

         A couple of minutes later, he gets up. It’s drafty. My belly is cold. I sit up. He pulls up his pants and shakes Jonathan’s hand. Bends down and kisses me on the cheek. In a daze, I stand up. Fumble with my clothing.

         “I’m so thirsty,” I whisper to Jonathan.

         “Want me to get you something to drink?”

         “A Diet Coke would be great. I’ll come upstairs with you.”

         “Shall we see if we can find José and Diana?” asks Jonathan, pulling back the curtain to the adjacent room, where the soft lighting nearly blinds us.

      

   


   
      
         The Professor
      

         “Let’s go!” says Ida, taking my arm.

         It takes her thirty seconds, maybe thirty-two, to check out the entire bar and, with me in tow, march up to the table behind the coolest guy staying at the Fjällgården ski resort.

         I’ll have my revenge when we go to Paris at Easter, I think. Then I’ll be sure to drag Ida around with me to the Louvre, the Musée d’Orsay, and every goddamn art museum I can find, just as she pushed me down every ski slope today.

         Perhaps I’m being unfair. Ida is actually my best friend, but after a full day’s skiing, my legs feel like overcooked pasta. I’m longing to curl up in bed with a book or languish in the hotel’s jacuzzi. Ida thinks it’s a huge waste of time and resources to do stuff on vacation that you can just as easily do at home.

         “You come to Åre to go skiing and to party,” she says. “And the après-ski scene is where you make arrangements to party.”

         Wearing no makeup, and sweating a little, she evidently doesn’t look at all bad in her lime green Norrøna ski jacket. It takes her only a couple more minutes to get into an animated conversation with a blond guy who looks like a basketball player.

         I sit quietly at the far side of the table, sipping my Irish coffee. Some of the whipped cream ends up on my nose. I quickly wipe it away, but out of the corner of my eye, I see that someone has already noticed. I find myself smiling at a pair of brown eyes.

         “Tired?” asks the guy to whom the eyes belong.

         “Mm,” I reply.

         He’s not the sort of person you would notice on the subway. Or turn around to get another look at if he passed you on the street. He just looks too normal. Ordinary. Pleasant, as my mom would say. Without appearing dull, I would add.

         “Hi, I’m Alex.”

         “Anna.”

         “We seem to be the only ones that like Irish coffee,” he says, lifting his glass.

         “My friend Ida groaned when I ordered it, but if I drink Jägermeister now, I’ll fall asleep.”

         I’ve managed to utter an entire sentence in response. Quite well worded, too. I’m proud of myself for a couple of minutes. Then the silence starts to make its presence felt. I steal a glance at Ida, who is in full flow as she describes my tumble earlier in the day:

         “So Anna’s telling me we should make a left, yelling at me that she can’t go off-piste. But I’m convinced the slope’s on the right. I mean, I’ve been in Åre like a hundred times — so I know where I’m going, right? But a couple of minutes later, Anna’s stuck in the mother of all snowdrifts. And the more she thrashes her arms and legs, the deeper she sinks. It was pretty scary actually. Like quicksand.”

         Like quicksand, I think. Yeah. Ida probably doesn’t even know what that is. It hurts when Ida makes fun of me. Although those slobbering, testosterone-fueled animals seem more interested in her curves than her conversation. What’s a guy like Alex doing in their company?

         “So the snow’s blowing all around her like a white dust cloud, and I’m laughing my ass off, and Anna’s seriously pissed at me. Isn’t that right, Anna?” says Ida, turning to me when she finally realizes I’m listening.

         “Right,” I reply with a silly smile.

         “What happened in the end?” asks the basketball player.

         “I stopped laughing and pulled her up using my ski pole. I mean, she could have frozen to death!”

         “Yes, you saved Anna’s life for sure,” interjects Alex.

         “Let’s drink to that! It’s my round,” yells the basketball player, raising his glass.

         They have both missed the irony in Alex’s voice. I smile at him gratefully.

         “Are you wishing you were back in your hotel room, too?” he asks me.

         “Yes, but apparently après-ski socializing is obligatory,” I reply, regretting it immediately.

         It was meant to be a joke, but he doesn’t laugh. Of course. It wasn’t the least bit funny. The one time a guy shows interest in me instead of being all over Ida, I manage to sound like a whiner. Sarcastic and supercilious.

         “Sore?”

         “Yes, we just arrived today. Ida’s a much better skier than me, so I struggle like an idiot to keep up.”

         I was doing it again. Measuring myself against Ida. Why do I always have to belittle myself?

         “How long have you been here?” I ask.

         I try to wait attentively for his answer and to stop worrying about the spot on my forehead and what I’m going to say next, if and when he answers.

         “A week. We’re going home tomorrow,” replies Alex, gesturing toward the others around the table. “We’re all members of the same ski club in Sundsvall. Are you guys from Stockholm?”

         “Yes, is the accent so obvious?”

         “Yours isn’t. Your friend’s more so.”

         “My parents are from Gothenburg. Maybe that’s why.”

         “I was born there. When I was a kid we often went there to visit relatives,” says Alex.

         “Same here. To Långedrag.”

         The joy of recognition. An Irish coffee that regains its aroma and flavor, warming me. I glance at his slim fingers drumming on the table. Could it be that he’s as nervous as I am? Could it be that he’s longing for the touch of my fingers on his body, just as I’m longing for the touch of his fingers? Any fingers, actually. Eighteen and desperate. Pathetic.

         “Really?” he exclaims. “We lived on Asperö island. Maybe we played together as kids? I was that skinny guy, you know, the one who never went swimming because I was scared stiff of the jellyfish.”

         “And I was the bright red girl who swam right into them.”

         We laugh.

         “What do you do when you’re not skiing,” I continue, feeling much more at ease.

         “Study Russian at Umeå University.”

         “Awesome!”

         “You don’t have to say that. Most people think I’m pretty weird.”

         “No, I really mean it. Anna Karenina is one of the best books I’ve ever …”

         I break off mid-sentence, realizing what I’ve just said. I pick at my napkin, which disintegrates because it’s damp, covering the table in light brown, half-inch squares. I look up and meet Alex’s gaze. He understands. Thinking the same thing, he places his hand on mine and says:

         “It’s probably the best novel ever written. My mom named me for Count Vronsky.”

         Anna and Alex. The lead characters in a 150-year-old novel. Soon. The warmth spreads outward from his hand. My cheeks are flushed. All this waiting. Impatience. So this was why. But now it’s over: The only virgin in Stockholm over the age of majority is just a memory. I close my eyes. Smile. I’m making passionate love in a rattling train compartment with a sensitive expert on the Russian classics. Wood paneling and soft, burgundy seats. A friendly conductor gives us a knowing wink as we say farewell on the platform in St. Petersburg.

         “Shall we go now?” Ida interrupts my fantasies.

         I look up, startled.

         “We’ve been invited over to your place tonight,” she continues, nodding in Alex’s direction, “so you two can carry on discussing your travel plans then.”

         “Travel plans?” I ask, alarmed.

         What had Ida heard? Had I fallen asleep? Talked in my sleep? Tingling expectation and arousal give way to worry.

          
      

         Six hours later, Alex and I are sitting in front of the fire on a puffy, moss green plush couch in a log cabin halfway up the hill. The comfort factor of this modern home has been significantly reduced by the owners’ decision to fill it with all the old furniture and gaudy pictures they evidently had no room for in their main residence.

         It’s pretty quiet. The others have gone out clubbing, and our eager literary discussion has tailed off. Drowsiness has begun to set in after half a bottle of red wine. A branch is gently beating against the window in the wind. Big snowflakes are falling, dimly illuminated by the outside light. I lean my head against Alex and wish for this moment never to end. Wish that I lived in Åre and didn’t have to deal with the big-city slush. That I’d applied to the medical school in Umeå for fall. Or that Alex would get a job as an assistant professor of Russian in Stockholm. We have so much in common it’s scary. Coincidence is not this powerful. The gods of the universe brought us together. Here and now. Today.

         Alex raises his arm and puts it around me. I let my head slide down toward his chest. His thick sweater smells like tree sap. The fluff tickles my nose. I listen to his calm, regular heartbeat. We sit like this for a long time. Alex gently strokes my backbone. He counts my vertebrae, taking his time. My anticipation rises with each vertebra. I grow restless. I force myself to sit still. At last Alex caresses my cheek. He kisses my brow. When I don’t object, he moves on to my nose. My neck. My mouth. Desire creeps through my body. He opens my mouth with his. Our tongues meet. I stop breathing.

         “Shall we go to my room?” asks Alex after a while.

         I nod and take a deep breath. My pink cheeks are not visible in the darkness, and I manage to wipe my hand on my jeans before he takes it in his. He leads me up to the second floor. We navigate our way among mattresses and bedding, shirts and underwear. I avert my eyes and hope they are clean. It’s obvious that five boys have been staying here for a week.

         “Excuse the mess. This is my room,” he says, indicating a rectangular walk-in closet with blue checkered curtains concealing a pine bunk bed from IKEA.

         I am thankful to see him turn out the ceiling light.

         “Do you want to stay over?” he asks, sitting down on the bed.

         Yes! Yes! Yes! I want to shout.

         I want to sit down beside him, to be embraced powerfully, to make love all night long, but I seem to have taken root in the linoleum. I’m standing in the hallway outside, fixed to the spot, incapable of moving.

         “I can’t stay here,” I reply instead. “Your roommate is sure to come home anytime now.”

         “He can sleep on the couch for once. I’ve been there almost every night this week.”

         He lifts the covers and slaps the bed beside him three times. I take a step forward and then freeze on the threshold like a hesitant dog. I sway back and forth, marking time. My heartbeat echoes in an empty head. I resist the temptation to cover my ears.

         “Are you sharing a room with the basketball player?” I hear myself ask.

         Like it matters. Like I care about him.

         “Yes, how did you guess?” Alex replies, attempting a smile.

         The result is a grimace. He looks sad.

         “Do you think he’s good-looking?” he continues.

         “Not my type,” I quickly reply.

         “You’re just saying that to be kind.”

         I take a step forward. I need to comfort him. Make everything right. Why is everything going so wrong? Once inside the room, I lean forward and take off one of my socks. I try to look nonchalant about it while wondering what it would seem most natural to remove next.

         “Tonight he’ll be coming home alone, that’s for sure. Ida talks a lot, but she always sleeps in her own bed. Alone,” I tell Alex, perching beside him on the edge of the bed.

         Unlike me, in other words. That’s what I want him to hear.

         Anna, who never flirts with anyone in a bar, who behaves like a frightened rabbit, but who doesn’t back out when things get really serious. The sharp edge of the bed is digging into my slim backside.

         “Are you kidding?” asks Alex.

         “No, I’m deadly serious.”

         “Then somebody’s going to be in a bad mood tomorrow,” laughs Alex. “Our last day, too.”

         Alex’s laughter causes my shoulders to relax by a couple of inches. I can breathe again.

         “Schadenfreude?” I inquire.

         “Yes, a little. Or a lot, actually. He’s so fucking conceited. Girls are constantly calling and texting him, and all he does is complain. Complain! No one wants to share a room with him, because that means you always end up on the couch. We drew lots.”

         “And you won?”

         “Yep. I always win that kind of contest. Need some help?” asks Alex, nodding in the direction of my feet.

         I still have one sock on. Before I’ve had a chance to answer, he stands up and starts taking off his pants. He’s wearing blue and white striped underwear that looks like flannelette pajama pants. I don’t know where to look. He pinches my nose. I sneeze, making his hand wet.

         “Excuse me,” I whisper.

         Alex places his finger on my mouth, like he’s telling me not to talk anymore. To stop making light of my nervous tics. But I’m paralyzed by the silence. I want to say something. Anything. The silence is unbearable, but I can’t come up with anything. Instead, I tug at the sleeve of my cardigan and gently dry his hand. Any second now he’ll come to his senses, wake up, and run away.

         Alex helps me tug. I try to wriggle out of the sleeve, but the rest doesn’t follow suit. The sleeve just gets longer and longer. I giggle as I think of a magician pulling brightly colored scarves out of a hat. Suddenly they are all joined together and never come to an end. The stage is filled with silk.

         “We’re better at discussing Russian literature,” laughs Alex.

         “No, I’ve done this thousands of times,” I reply, managing in a burst of hysterical activity to remove my cardigan, shirt and bra in one fell swoop.

         I place my elbows on my thighs and rest my head in my hands to hide my bare breasts and skinny body. It looks almost normal to sit like this. Alex explores the back of my upper arm and my shoulder blade with his index finger. Caresses my neck with another two fingers: his middle finger and ring finger. I don’t know if this is particularly pleasant. It’s like I can’t focus on him. I’m too conscious of the dripping tap in the kitchen. Soon, all five of his fingers move over to my front to stroke my collarbone.

         Alex is so gentle. I wish his caution would give way to fervor. Passion. Then I might be able to ignore the ticking wall clock in the living room on the first floor. I wish the violin concerto would give way to Icelandic rock. Björk. That we could both lose control. Kiss madly. He moves my arm out of the way and cups his hand over my breast like a china bowl. The cold, smooth surface briefly touches my nipple, sending a shiver through me. Alarmed, Alex removes his hand. I swallow, resisting the urge to cry. Now we’ll have to start over. Again. I can’t do it anymore. I’ll go to pieces. Crack up from the inside. Suddenly, the front door opens.

         “Is someone coming?” I exclaimed, sitting up so fast that I bang my head on the bed above.

         “Are you okay?” inquires Alex, stroking my hair.

         “I’ll live,” I reply, relieved by the onset of physical pain that’s so much easier to handle.

         “Wait a second,” says Alex, pulling on his pants and sneaking downstairs.

         I pull the covers over me to hide my bare skin. Fumble with my underwear. When the door opens again, a short time later, I’ve managed to put my bra back on.

         “Don’t go now,” protests Alex.

         “But …”

         “The coast is clear. We’ll turn on some music and they won’t hear a thing.”

         “Did you tell them you had company.”

         “No, of course not. We’ll smuggle you out early in the morning.”

         “Can’t we lock the door?”

         “They’re so drunk they’ll fall asleep any moment. I pinched half a bottle of Jägermeister.”

         He takes a swig from the bottle. The liquor flows faster than he can swallow and spills out over his cheek and chin. He wipes it away with the palm of his hand and hands me the bottle. The spicy liquor burns my throat. I lick my lips. Alex catches my tongue and gently bites its tip.

         “Ow!”

         “Sorry. Did I hurt you?”

         “No,” I answer, taking another sip. “That’s good stuff.”

         He puts his hand on my belly and works his way down. Places his fingers on my panties. Moves them gently back and forth. Painfully slowly. He takes my hand and places it on his penis. It rises to meet me, straining to escape from his underpants. He takes them off and guides my index finger over his taut string. I take him in my hand. Feel him grow.

         “Do you want to?” he asks.

         I nod eagerly. There’s no turning back now. Alex searches his buddy’s pant pockets for a condom. He tries to put it on, which doesn’t go so well. He is interrupted by rattling from the cutlery drawer in the kitchen. We sit still, listening to voices trying to whisper. Drunk talk. A toilet flushing. Someone stumbling around in the room next door. Cursing. After a while, silence descends. The occasional snore penetrates the wall.

         Eventually, we dare to move. I lie down on my back beside Alex, relieved not to be the only beginner in the room. We hold each other. Kiss each other. At first cautiously, and then with increasing intensity. Alex caresses my breasts with his lips until they’re wet. The more he nuzzles, the more I moan.

         He reaches for another condom. Bites off the corner of the wrapper. I lie still, waiting. The head of his cock presses against my pussy as he readies himself. Alex takes hold of my hips. I help him find the right spot. We rock together. As naturally as if we were at sea. As naturally as if we had been together for months.

         I rise to my knees. Want to get closer. He pulls me farther in toward him. We thrust together. Faster and faster. I realize why the world around me is obsessed with sex. I enjoy several seconds of pleasure.

         Just then, without warning, the bottom of the bed crashes to the floor. I close my eyes. Is the rest of the bed going to follow? Alex shields my head. When we realize that nothing more than a missed orgasm is going to happen, we cling tightly to each other, giggling nervously.

          
      

         “For fuck’s sake, Alex!” yells the basketball player, flinging open the bedroom door. “Were you fucking so hard you broke the bed?”

         How could I have forgotten the drunken boys? Alex quickly spreads the covers over us, and I bury my face in his neck. My body is sounding the alarm. I have a lump in my throat, my heart is pounding, and I’m trembling.

         “What’s all the fuss about?” a startled voice calls from the living room.

         “The Professor was fucking so hard he broke my bed,” the basketball player replies.

         “You’re kidding!” says someone at the other end of the house.

         Suddenly the doorway is filled with curious eyes.

         “Could you leave us alone now?” asks Alex.

         He sounds tired.

         “Dirty little whore!” I hear someone say.

         “That’s enough, guys,” continues Alex lamely, like it’s all a boyish prank.

         I get up and put my clothes on as fast as I can. The boys step aside as I head out the bedroom door.

         “Anna!” pleads Alex, without budging.

         Why doesn’t he follow me out the door? I wonder. Why is he letting me endure this humiliation on my own?

         They are his friends. He can’t be as crushed as I am. He’s a guy. No doubt they’ll congratulate him as soon as I’m gone. The disappointment builds in my throat. I fight back the tears.

         “Accomplice!” I want to shout as I grab my shoes.

         I have no intention of sitting down in the hallway to lace them up with four pairs of eyes boring into the back of my neck. I want to get out of here. Vanish.

         Dirty little whore. The words echo in my head as I run through the snow in my stocking feet, down to the village.

      

   


   
      
         Coming Out
      

         “Don’t you think it’s time to come out of the closet?”

         I wasn’t shouting, but I was speaking loud enough for several of Andrea’s co-workers in the grocery store to hear us. They were now eagerly awaiting the resolution of the drama.

         Tittle-tattle had surrounded us for long enough. Andrea and Frida, the only lesbian couple in the village. Were people about to finally learn the truth? The warehouse man stuck out his head from the milk refrigerator. The produce guy peeked out from behind a case of potatoes. Old Mrs. Jansson, who had just bought seven ounces of liver pâté at the deli counter, stood there with the package suspended in mid-air.

         “Why is it so important that everyone know?” whispered Andrea. “Isn’t it enough that I love you?”

         As usual.

         This was not the first time I had wanted to reveal our love to the world and our village, Anderslöv, in the south of Sweden. I was no longer willing just to be Andrea’s best friend. I wanted to be acknowledged. She was everything to me.

         But Andrea left me standing there in the middle of the store. Alone. Humiliated. Crushed. She walked calmly over to the cash register to take over for a co-worker. Like I didn’t exist.

          
      

         “Now I know how all the boys feel,” said Andrea after the first time we kissed.

         She hesitated for three seconds too long. The neighbor’s white Volvo pulled up on the other side of the street just as our lips were about to meet. Four noisy youths in their late teens spilled out, said hello and waved, but were too drunk to remember me the next day when I came tripping out of Andrea’s house.

         We danced the night away. As morning approached, Andrea took off her cotton tank top. I stroked her slim, naked back. Felt each rib beneath my fingertips. Andrea tickled my underarm with her long nails. A broken nail left a white stripe on my ruddy skin.

         I lay on my stomach, and Andrea sat on my bottom. She rubbed my stiff neck muscles. Massaged away all the tension that had taken hold of my left shoulder blade. Searched for knots along my backbone. I could feel her warm pussy through the thin skirt. And Andrea’s conical breasts pressing against my bare back when she lay down and hugged me. I vanished into her embrace. We lay there in silence, while time itself took a timeout. Our bodies seething with excitement. An eternity ago.

          
      

         Ever since Andrea and I watched Sigourney Weaver in Gorillas in the Mist, we had dreamed of seeing the mountain gorillas in the borderlands between Rwanda and Uganda. We spent months preparing for our trip, saving up, and fine-tuning our plans. Right up to the last minute, I hoped Andrea would meet me at the airport. She would greet me with outstretched arms, explaining that it had all been a misunderstanding.

         I don’t give up hope until the plane takes off. Andrea isn’t coming. She has indeed canceled her trip and left me forever.

          
      

         I’m woken by the soft thud of the wheels hitting the tarmac. The pilot applies the brakes. We’re here at last. The hotel’s chauffeur is waiting for me at Entebbe Airport. He is holding up a sign with my name on it. I point first at the sign and then at myself.

         “How do you do?” he replies in flawless English with a British accent.

         Little more than half an hour later, we arrive at the hotel in Kampala.

         “Welcome to the Sheraton,” says the receptionist. “Your group is meeting at four o’clock this afternoon.”

         I give a tip of four thousand shillings to the bellhop who carries my backpack up to my room. His uniform is yellow, red, and black, just like the Ugandan flag pictured on the tourist brochure on the nightstand.

         “Webale nnyo nnyo nnyo,” he says in Luganda, one of the country’s thirty-three native languages.

         “You’re welcome,” I reply.

          
      

         “Let’s start by introducing ourselves,” says our guide, after we’ve gathered in the lobby for a cup of tea. “My name is Peace. Normally I can be found studying accounting at Kyambogo University, but for the next two weeks I’m going to be your tour guide.”

         Peace looks like a younger version of Naomi Campbell, the supermodel. She wears her hair piled on top of her head, with a colorful silk scarf wound around the knot. I can’t take my eyes off her tall, slender body and her big, bright, brown eyes. She seems warm and friendly and speaks quietly. Perhaps she’s a little shy? My travel jitters have subsided somewhat. I’m starting to feel more at ease.

         The group includes an older American couple, both of whom have hearing aids and speak very loudly. They ask questions about all of the things that the rest of us also want to know but haven’t dared ask about. The other members of the group are a Norwegian man who works on a North Sea oil rig, his mother from Oslo, and a young, sexy girl from Prague with waist-length blond hair. Prague is probably around my age. We are going to be sharing a tent.

         Peace runs through our schedule. In the first week, we’ll be going on safari to Lake Mburo and tracking gorillas in Bwindi National Park. After that, we’ll visit the Queen Elizabeth National Park. We’ll end our trip by going whitewater rafting on the Nile in Bujagali.

          
      

         We start out at six the next morning, in an effort to avoid the majority of Kampala’s million inhabitants as they make their way to school and to work. Only a couple of chickens that have strayed onto the road seem to be awake.

         “Did you sleep well?” inquires Peace.

         “Yes, thanks,” I reply, taking a seat up front in the minibus.

         “We’ll be stopping for breakfast in Masaka. It takes two and a half hours to get there if there are no roadblocks. Feel free to ask me anything you want along the way. If I don’t know the answer, I’ll ask our driver or make something up.”

         “Sounds good!” chuckles the American.

         “May I sit next to you?” Peace asks me with a smile.

         “Of course,” I reply, moving my green camera bag. I’ve forgotten to close it, and my telephoto lens falls out into the aisle. Peace and I both bend down at the same time to retrieve it. Our heads collide, and I get a peek inside her pink tank top. I can almost sniff her bare skin.

         “Excuse me,” I stammer, feeling myself blushing.

         Immediately after breakfast in Masaka, we turn off on a potholed gravel road leading to Mburo National Park. The air conditioning inside the minibus is humming. I wiggle my toes in my newly purchased leather sandals with mother of pearl on one of the straps. Peace reprimands me in jest when I tell her how much they cost.

         “You have to haggle,” she tells me.

         “But they’re so lovely,” I protest. “Handmade.”

         “Next time, I’ll help you,” she says, placing her hand on mine.

          
      

         The Savannah opens out before us, and soon we are surrounded by animals I’ve previously only seen in nature programs on TV: Zebras wafting their tails. Antelopes strutting in line. Wild boar staring at the camera in curiosity. Chimpanzees scratching their necks. The odd elephant waving its trunk. Cacti the size of trees. We flit from one side of the bus to the other in order not to miss anything. Maybe I should stay here, I think.

         “When you are engaged in what interests you the most, and that interest continues to feed you, it is love,” philosophizes the American woman, leaning back in her seat.

         Her husband strokes her cheek.

         “Birds,” says the Norwegian oilman. “Mother and I love birdwatching. I’ve spotted three hundred and six different species. Most recently, the Red-Crested Pochard. In Sweden, in fact.”

         “I’m getting hungry,” says Prague. “What is there to eat here?”

         “We’re going to have a barbecue tonight. But traditional Ugandan cooking usually consists of a meat or chicken stew with a banana mash called matooke, or ugali, which is a kind of porridge made with corn,” explains Peace.

         “Great! I bet you’ve brought some marshmallows,” says Prague to the Americans.

         “Of course. And peanut butter for snacks.”

          
      

         Prague falls asleep first. She’s lying in the bed next to mine, snoring away. I can’t sleep. Thoughts are bouncing around the five lobes of my brain like tennis balls. I reflect on the evening and the feeling when we all joined in on singing the Beatles song Yesterday. Peace played the guitar, her hair illuminated by the open fire.

         I turn over for the seventh time. I’m hovering an inch above the mattress, unable to relax. I wish Andrea was here to push me down. Tuck me in. Calm me down. Like she always used to.

          
      

         “You look a little pale, Frida. Are you okay?” asks Peace when I give up and slip out of the tent in the middle of the night.

         I’m startled. I wasn’t expecting her to still be sitting by the fire. Darkness and silence have descended on the landscape.

         “I just need some air,” I reply. “It’s so hot inside the tent. I thought I’d go for a walk.”

         “Just don’t go too far. I don’t want you to get eaten by a lion,” says Peace with a laugh.

         The urge to go for a walk evaporates on the spot. In any case, it’s equally hot outside. I move in a circle ten feet in diameter.

         “Would you like a glass of wine to calm your nerves,” asks Peace. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

         “Yes please.”

         Peace disappears into her tent and soon re-emerges with two mugs and a bottle of French red wine.

         “A tourist gave me this ages ago, and I’ve been saving it for a special occasion,” she explains.

         “Webale nnyo,” I respond.

         “Where did you learn to speak Luganda?”

         “In my travel guide, but thank you is just about the only thing I can say.”

         “Then let me teach you some more: Olimukazi mulungi nnyo.”

         “What does that mean?”

         “You are beautiful.”

         “Thank you,” I reply with a smile. “So are you.”

         We sit down on a rock and sip the wine. It smells like freshly made hay out here, and it’s uncannily silent. The sky is clear, and the brightly shining stars feel remarkably close. Time stands still, and I get a sense of what it’s like to live in the moment.

         “Do you want to watch the sunrise with me tomorrow morning?” asks Peace.

         “I’d love to.”

         “Then we should go to bed now. It’s late,” says Peace, standing up.

         She gives me a hug. Her arms encircle my body, which melts and molds itself to her embrace. I hug her back. Tight. Lean my head against her slim chest. It smells like skin. Human being. No distracting cosmetic fragrances. I raise my head and press my lips to hers. Peace is startled. I look up in surprise. Is she not like me, then?

         “Have I done something wrong?” I stammer.

         “No, no, not at all. You’re fine, Frida. But you have to go now. We’re not allowed to hang out with tourists after ten o’clock. I’ll see you here at six in the morning,” says Peace, gently freeing herself from my arms. “Good night!”

         I stand there paralyzed on the spot where she left me, watching her go into her tent. She waves as she closes the zipper. I wave back and whisper good night.

          
      

         From the hill where Peace takes me the next morning, I gaze out over a thick, milky white blanket extending for miles in all directions. When the sun rises, this cloud duvet starts to turn pink. I get my camera out and try to capture some images of God’s creation. The mist thins, allowing me to discern the treetops several hundred feet below. The binoculars pick out a family of elephants having breakfast, in the company of three flamingos that are drinking from the same oasis.

         “Winston Churchill described Uganda as the jewel of Africa,” Peace tells me. “I sometimes come here to paint.”

         “What do you paint?” I ask her.

         “Watercolors. Mainly cards of various animals and birds, which I sell to tourists.”

          
      

         “You should exhibit your work,” I tell Peace that evening when she shows me one of her landscapes in pastel. “You’ve got so much talent.”

         We’re sitting on a green mattress in Peace’s tent. The sun has set. Peace is using a flashlight for illumination.

         “You can have it if you like.”

         “That’s too generous,” I reply, looking up. “Let me pay you for it. How much is it?”

         “I want you to have it. I like you.”

         Peace wraps the painting in one of last week’s newspapers. The front page shows Uganda’s president shaking hands with another African leader. They are smiling at each other in their freshly pressed Italian suits.

         “Olimukazi mulungi nnyo,” I say, sneaking up behind Peace and hugging her.

         “You’re beautiful,” she replies, turning around. “You remembered.”

         I bury my nose in the hollow of her neck, which I can only just reach. I can feel the tiredness setting in after being in the heat all day. So many new impressions. My whole body feels heavy and warm. Peace fondles my arm with her index and middle fingers, drawing circles around my elbow. The skin is dry and it tickles. I shudder.
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