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         She entered the apartment, took off her shoes, ran barefoot into the bathroom, and took a quick shower. It took maybe a quarter of an hour to do her hair and make-up, but she didn't know what to wear. Finally, she decided on a corset – it was lace, black, fastened at the front with small buttons. She liked it, it lifted her breasts, so they looked bigger than they really were. She glanced anxiously at her watch; she had to hurry. She hooked her stockings to the garter belt that was sensibly built into the top of her thong and put on her high heels. She looked in the mirror and ran her fingers through her hair, adjusting its tousled appearance. She went through the house, turning off the lights, and here and there she lit candles to give a pleasant glow. She was excited – the mere preparation made her wetter with every moment. Stress mixed with excitement, and when a quarter of an hour was left, she looked around the room. Fortunately, everything was ready. She was too. She tied a blindfold over her eyes and knelt down. Time changes as we wait, it lengthens, blurs – and since she couldn't see, she heard everything more clearly: every car that passed, every creak of the house, the ticking of the kitchen clock. She was uncomfortable, the rug digging into her knees, the corset slightly constricting, the blindfold irritating. Finally, she heard a car stop. She put her hands up, behind her head, straightened up more, and waited. He opened the door. She knew he was hanging up his jacket, taking off his shoes, placing his keys on the white cabinet by the door. She also knew that he was not alone – the two of them entered, talking. Her breath quickened as they opened the living room door. She didn't know which one of them entered. Maybe both? They were silent, abruptly ending the conversation they had still been having in the kitchen. She knew someone was there, standing at the entrance and watching her. She dreamed of tearing the blindfold off her eyes, but didn't even flinch. He walked softly – if she hadn't been sensitive to sounds, she wouldn't have heard. He was standing behind her, she could hear his breathing, the smell the scent of men's cologne, and she already knew it was not her husband. It was the other one. The stranger.

         “Get up.” He had a deep voice, firm. She wondered what he looked like, was he young or old or handsome… But was that important? He was so close behind her that she could feel his breath. The couch creaked familiarly – her husband sat there, watching them.

         “Spread your legs.”

         She obeyed. She felt his fingers, barely stopping herself from screaming, biting her lip. He put his fingers in her, then something heavy followed, slapping her hard on her exposed pussy, which tightened around the object. It began to vibrate, once quickly and twice slowly, again and again, with a pause that interrupted its rhythm, disorienting.

         “If you come, I'll spank you,” he informed her dryly, and she nodded slightly. He slowly took off her corset. She had been afraid of him doing it; after the pregnancies her body wasn't that of a twenty-year-old, and yet now, in that moment, she knew she was beautiful. He ran his hand over her exposed breasts, over her stomach, and she felt perfect. He ran a rope under her breasts, then tied them up, squeezed them, making them swell, and looped them in a harness. At one point, he put the rope in her mouth with a short “hold,” and she clamped her teeth on it. The ball vibrated, distracting her, driving her crazy. He also tied her arms so that when she moved them, the rope squeezed her breasts tighter, on the verge of pain. Knowing that her husband was there drove her crazy, she was lost in the sensation. On the one hand, she was ashamed of what was being done to her, on the other hand, it was fascinatingly pleasurable. She wondered if he was watching or if he liked what he was seeing. She adored him, sex with him, and now she wanted him like never before. She was breathing faster and faster, standing tied up in front of the two men, with the vibrating egg that had just changed speed, evening out its rhythm, driving her to the edge. She moved her hips, but as soon as she did so, she felt the lash of a whip against her thighs.

         “Do not move.” He struck again, not painfully, more to accentuate the command. She was feeling hotter, the ball and the vibration becoming more maddening with each passing second, until she could not stand it – she felt the orgasm roll through her body, beyond her control. He didn't give her any time – as if he were just waiting for it, he pulled the ball out, leaving her eerily empty, and pulled off her blindfold. Light struck her eyes. She felt confused. The man grabbed her shoulders and held her in place. Her husband was naked, he was sitting on the couch with his penis in his hand. The stranger was behind her, and now he pushed her to kneel in front of her husband.

         “You weren't supposed to come,” he remarked calmly, with a tone of rebuke, chiding her. “On all fours. Until he comes, you will be punished.”

         She felt the first blow when she took his cock in her mouth. It was so sharp that she pulled her head back and yelped, but another one fell, and she realised the stranger would not stop until she could taste sperm in her mouth. She had gone down on him many times, but never like this, never with such enthusiasm and greed. She heard him groan with pleasure, and she groaned herself. She felt his orgasm the moment it burst into her mouth. She was shocked, not knowing it was possible, but the pleasure was so great that she took him deeper, trying to suck it all out, tasting it all over again. The man put down his whip and walked up to her. She knew what he wanted to do and found that she wanted it too. His penis was large, he entered her slowly, teasing. Her husband grabbed her hair and watched the stranger fuck her from behind. She licked his penis, there was something crazy about it – it was growing again.

          
      

         He left, closing the door quietly behind him. She had fallen asleep, cuddled up to her husband, and he envied them for a moment. And their courage, because courage is what they had, how much they must have loved each other to decide that they needed something more. He spoke to him first, then she called, and he wasn’t surprised when it turned out that it was her fantasy. He respected the fact that her husband agreed to carry it out, just as he respected how he had it all arranged. From their first meeting to the last moment, her husband aspired to be the perfect dom – his confidence, defensiveness, and maturity fit together, but… well, there was always a but. He didn't feel it, he didn't completely feel the need to dominate in the way she dreamed of. You had to have it in you, and he himself had it. He had always felt it, especially towards women. He adored them, loved them, respected them, and desired them, and when they did what he told them to do, when they played the role which he had built for them, it was good for him, the world felt right. The only thing that surprised him was that the husband agreed to sex, him having sex with the woman. During their initial conversation it didn't seem like an option, but with following meetings that barrier was broken, as if he had discovered that there was no danger. Because in this arrangement, ideally one-off, almost business-like, there wasn’t any risk – he led them into this world, fulfilled their fantasy, and disappeared. An unwritten contract, which paid him three thousand. Did he feel like a whore? He used to think about it, taking money for sex, for domination, to fulfil his fantasies. Wasn't that part of the definition? It was possible. Only he offered something more than sex – a conversation, checking whether the fantasy was really feasible, whether it would be better to remain a fantasy, the certainty that what they do will really be what they want to do. A safe introduction to a world that can be fucked up sometimes. Occasionally there were clients who wanted a long-term cooperation, but he avoided it like fire. One session, maximum two. He was afraid of his or their involvement. He was walking along the river, the night was warm and pleasant, and he felt no weariness, adrenaline still coursing through his veins.

          
      

         The girl bumped into him, almost knocking him off his feet. He caught her before she toppled over, and continued to hold her, looking at her in surprise. She had teary eyes and a red cheek, he suspected it would turn purple tomorrow. She jerked away, but he didn't let go.

         “Relax, what's going on?” He used the tone he sometimes used in bed, a quick message, a hard question. She looked at him more soberly, as if only realising where she was, and glanced around nervously.

         “He's going to kill me,” she groaned softly, calming down. She was petite, with blond hair, and only now did he realise that she was barefoot, in a sleeveless nightgown. He looked around. She hadn’t come far, having run out of a house – one of the townhouses on his right. The door was open, and its light illuminated a small flower-filled garden. He must have been deep in thought since he hadn't noticed her as she ran across the road.

         “Who?” he asked, but she didn't have to answer. A man stepped out onto the porch and looked around, then started walking towards them briskly. As they stood there, he pulled the girl to stand behind him. She was paralysed, completely passive.

         “Go home,” the man barked out aggressively before he reached them. Alexander looked calmly at the man. He was big, but also clumsy. He must have had something to drink because he staggered slightly. Fear has a scent – although maybe it is more an energy emanating around a person? He didn't know, but he could sense it – she was so afraid that she was exposed like a deer in headlights. She stood motionless, waiting for her tormentor, as if she had used all her energy to escape, and when that was interrupted, it left her bewildered.

         “I plan to,” he replied calmly, and the stranger stopped a few steps in front of him.

         “I don’t give a shit about you; I'm talking to her. Go home!”

         He felt disgusted, and as the woman stepped out from behind him and took a step, he grabbed her wrist and pulled her back. She was depressingly obedient.

         “I'm sorry, but she's not a dog.” He didn't take his eyes off the man, wondering what he was going to do. The chance of him attacking diminished with each passing moment. This type attacked immediately or not at all. He would probably try to force her to obey or threaten him instead. The latter being the most likely.

         “Fuck off, it's none of your business.” The guy took a step forward, but stopped – an aggressor does this when the object of aggression doesn’t respond.

         “Now it is,” he replied calmly, but was caught off guard when the man tried to strike. He was even a little surprised, just a bit. He didn't like fighting drunks – they were uncoordinated, chaotic, and annoyingly stubborn. He hoped there weren’t any patrol cars in the area, because he had just broken the man’s nose and sprained his wrist, and he couldn’t afford to get in trouble. The night, however, was as silent as it had been before, only that now the bastard groaned softly. He left him curled up, grabbed the girl's hand, and walked briskly towards the park. He pulled out his phone and called a cab, turned around and saw that the other man had picked himself up and was just throwing up in the street. He cursed to himself, and when a few minutes later he and the girl got into the cab, he cursed again, louder this time.

         “I’m sorry,” she whispered, and he realised that he had absolutely no idea what to do with her.

          
      

         They were riding in the elevator, she was standing next to him, barefoot, with his sweatshirt on, her head bowed. He realised he should take her to the police, but he also knew it would end with her going back to the guy who hit her. Or rather beat her regularly, because when he looked at her in the taxi, he noticed more bruises on her arms – they were two weeks old, he knew it, sometimes he inflicted them himself. It seemed that she clung to his presence like a lifeboat, because after her I’m sorry in the taxi, she said nothing more, but she went with him, or rather followed him, as if he were to save her from all evil. There was more obedience in her than in most of the women he had been “raising” for years, and yet that obedience irritated him. It stemmed from fear, from trampled self-esteem. Once he had told a friend about what he did, and when the latter said these women – bitches –must be intimidated to go along with it all, he was dumbstruck. The truth was, in BDSM women were strong, independent, with high self-esteem, otherwise none of it made sense. The stronger the woman, the better she succumbed. Submission itself was a form of strength. He opened the door and waited for her to enter. She stood uncertainly in the corridor.

         “What's your name?” he asked, still wondering what to do.

         “Gabriella.” She finally looked at him, straight in the eye, as if something was beginning to dawn on her.

         “Go to the bathroom. Take a shower, there’s a towel on the hanger.” He calmly gave orders without taking his eyes off her. “I'll be waiting for you in the kitchen.” She nodded imperceptibly. He grabbed her wrist lightly, pulled her in, and gestured to the door. “Over there.”

         She started walking, then stopped suddenly and turned around.

         “I don't know your name,” she said. He could see that she was trembling; the stress and fear were passing, soon to appear again, considering she was in a strange place.

         “Paul,” he dropped the first name he could think of and turned to boil some water for tea.

         “You're lying,” she surprised him. He turned around, puzzled.

         “Why do you think so?”

         Her cheek was slowly changing colour, her feet were small, dirty as the street, and his sweatshirt was long enough to look like a dress on her.

         “I can always tell when someone is lying.”

         He walked over to her and looked down at her.

         “Alexander,” he said. He wanted to check something, he needed to. “Are you afraid of me?”

         She shook her head. Her eyes were pretty, hazel.

         “Why, Gabriella?” He didn't move, and neither did she.

         “I do not know,” she shrugged.

         “I can help you answer that.” He did not take his eyes off her, he found himself hypnotised by her, curious. He wanted to check what her limits were, what was inside her, whether she was actually as weak as he initially thought. He was silent for a moment, wondering if he was succumbing to a kind of saviour syndrome, thinking himself a hero who must save the woman from peril at all costs. He looked into those hazel eyes and cursed himself mentally. He had fallen. The thought was unexpected, strange and menacing. He didn't know where it came from, but he felt he wanted her like no woman before, irrationally, strangely. “Because whatever I do, you'll be safe,” he finished, and she nodded and locked herself in the bathroom.

          
      

         She fell asleep two hours later on his bed, in his T-shirt and boxers. She had told him her story in a voice devoid of emotions, as if it was story like any other. She was twenty when she fell in love, quit her studies, and moved in with the man. The fairy tale lasted two years, during which he began to move her away from her friends, followed by a year-long nightmare, two break-ups, two make-ups when he apologised and promised that it would be okay again. Then there were the pills that he found, the fury at the fact that she did not want to have a child with him. A fight, rape, beating, an escape that would end in a return. Loneliness – it was the worst; she was alone in it all. Her abuser moved her away from everyone and everything slowly, in stages. He also introduced violence in stages, step by step, from verbal to physical. He trained her like an animal so that she would not be able to escape and returned to the hand that was feeding and punishing her. And all of this in the twenty-first fucking century. He leaned against the bedroom door and watched her sleep. He had hit women many times, often hard, always for their pleasure. He couldn't imagine how you could hit such a creature to hurt it, how you could chase it into a corner and make it cower, frightened.

          
      

         He understood why she did it, but he was not going to agree to it, so when he felt her small body against him and her hands under his shirt, he gently pulled her away and stood up. She was naked, too skinny, he saw small scars in several places, a few bruises on her thighs. She was trying to regain control, repay him or do something else, but he couldn't see one thing on her face – there was no desire, but rather resignation, weariness, and now surprise.

         “Get up.”

         She hesitated, suddenly ashamed of her nakedness. She stood up, covering herself with the blanket under which he slept.

         “Put it down.”

         He saw her lick her lips nervously and look away, her hand gripping the blanket tighter.

         “Gabriella. You came to me; I didn’t come to you,” he said in a warm voice, then did what he knew best. There is something to the tone that orders are given in that makes the submissive want to obey them.

         “Look at me,” he ordered sternly, and when he caught her eye, he added, “Put the blanket down. Now.”

         It worked. She let go of it and stood naked in front of him.

         “What are you here for?” he asked without taking his eyes off her. He looked into her eyes; only they interested him at the moment.

         “To thank you,” she muttered under her breath. He cursed inwardly.

         “If I ever decide to sleep with you, you’ll thank me.” He walked over and wrapped the blanket around her, trying not to touch her body. “Now go to sleep. In the morning you will tell me if you want to stay, and I will tell you on what terms.”

         He watched her leave and wondered what she was doing, how big of a problem was bothering her, and whether he had the right to interfere with her life. Then he decided that none of it mattered, because for the first time in his life he felt that he wanted to do something. Until now, he had lived alone, occasionally seeing a woman for longer periods of time, always in an arrangement, never in a relationship. This time he wanted to take care of her, to find what he saw in her eye – a spark that gave him hope that she would be able to break out of the role of a victim. He did not believe in love at first sight. To this day he did not believe in it, and now he shook his head in disbelief, realising that he had “butterflies in his stomach.”

          
      

         Three weeks seemed to pass without him noticing. She began to live with him in such a natural way that within the first week he had a key made for her. He learned to leave money on the table, and she slowly replenished her wardrobe and began to cook, placing orders online and in the neighbourhood corner store. It worried and irritated him, but she refused to be persuaded to go downtown. She was afraid. He went to work, the regular one where he spent eight hours. He also went to a private session twice, but he didn't feel like having sex. He was professional, but in his mind, he was back with her. The second time he also went to a bar and drank too much, wondering what was going on with his life. He thought about what to do and came up with nothing. Gabriella locked herself in his apartment like in a cocoon, and there was no way out. She came to his bed once more, and he sent her away again. She called her parents at his request and reassured them that she was alive. They did this in case she was reported as missing to the police, but nobody reported anything. She had no identity documents, but she had access to her registered profile online. She reported her ID as lost, and had a new one made. Everything seemed simple, at times he thought it was too simple, but maybe it wasn't just his imagination? Two months passed before he knew it. Out of curiosity, he drove by her old house several times, the flowers had dried up. He wasn't surprised when she said she had nothing she wanted to take from there. What troubled him most was that she was so closed, as if she couldn't come out of her own body, scream out the anger, the fear – all the things that must have been inside her. It frightened him, as if he lived with the shadow of a woman.

          
      

         He entered the bedroom. She was lying on the bed reading one of his books. Now she looked up at him in surprise. He was wearing only trousers, barefoot, and he had a rope in his hands.

         “Get up.” He watched her rise uncertainly. “And undress.”

         He didn't take his eyes off her, she looked up at him in surprise.

         “Alex…” she began, but he cut her off.

         “Shut up,” he growled, but calmed down quickly. “Shut up, Gabriella. And undress.” He felt calm. There was calmness and confidence in his voice. It worked. He watched as she pulled off her sweater and T-shirt, then hesitantly pulled down her trousers and stood cross-legged. He walked over and pushed her onto the bed. He followed her onto it and began to restrain her, first her wrists, then her ankles. It was relaxing, her small body stretched out on the bed looking beautiful. He took a gag out of his pocket and put it in her mouth. He brought the bedroom temperature down to eighteen degrees, turned on the overhead light, and left. She was going to be uncomfortable, she was going to be confused, and finally she was going to be angry. He poured himself a beer and turned on the music, retrieved the book she had been reading from the room, and sat down in the armchair. Two hours later he put it down on the table and entered the bedroom. He leaned against the doorframe and watched. She was trying to free herself. She knew he had already heard it, but he could tell she had been trying anyway. She struggled. He had tied her up in such a way as to give her the illusion that maybe she could free herself. She was staring at him, her eyes red, drooling over the gag. He sat on the bed and stroked her cheek as she struggled.

         “Are you feeling uncomfortable?” he asked. She muttered something under the gag. “Then why are you doing this to yourself? You must sit here as though you were tied up.” He touched her nipple. “I'll take the gag off, but if I hear a single word, I'll put it on again.”

         He unhooked it, and she gasped, staring at him in amazement but not scared.

         “You're beautiful. Smart. And stupid at the same time.” He kissed her forehead, drew the duvet over her, and turned on the heat.

         “Please,” she moaned, but fell silent as he shook his head. He turned off the light and left. He untied her at four. She sobbed and snuggled against him, and he fell asleep with her in his arms. He repeated this every evening, adding more elements. Once he tied her up and left her in the armchair, she followed him with her eyes, but she didn't say a word. She didn't like the gag. After a week, he saw that there were flowers on the windowsill, a currant bush, rose bush, and hibiscus appeared on the balcony. It crossed his mind that she missed the garden and he wondered that if he sold the apartment and took out a loan, they might be able to buy a house with a garden. Maybe outside of town? He knew some nice places, he would have liked to take her somewhere and ask, but this was not the time. This was absolutely not the time.

          
      

         He entered the house and stopped. Usually the lights were on and the music was playing, but this time it was dark. The living room was lit by candles. She was kneeling on the carpet, naked, with a rope at her feet. She didn't look up, didn't flinch as he entered. He went into the bathroom, ignoring her, and when he left with his hair still wet from the shower and a towel wrapped around his hips, she was still on her knees in the same position. Until now, he had only tied her up to limit her movements, to imprison her and enslave her, to help her visualise what she was doing to herself. Now he wanted to show her something else.

         “Get up, Gabriella.”

         She obeyed and he picked up the rope. He wrapped it around her body, putting all his artistry into it. The rope caressed her body, stroked it, decorated it, pulled her femininity out of her. He pulled the rope across her pubic mound, caressing, making her straighten, then bend proudly. She was gorgeous, her body was responsive, her breathing quickened, her eyes shone. He left her and went to the bathroom. He pulled down the mirror that hung on the brick wall and brought it into the room, then placed it so she could look at herself.

         And then he started to untie her. He did it slowly, occasionally kissing a part of her body. She was trembling, he knew she was close, her body smelled of desire, he imagined what it might taste like. He wanted to kneel in front of her and try, taste her pussy. The rope left a mark on her extremely pale body.

         He left her staring at her reflection and went into the bedroom. He looked out the window, the city living its life, lit up, too bright. Her hands were gentle, she touched his back, running over the scar he had there.

         “Thank you,” she said, and he nodded. He turned and took her hand, pulled her against him, and kissed her. Her lips were warm and eager and sweet. The kiss grew predatory, feverishly wild. He grabbed her wrists and shook his head. She froze, then growled softly and broke free. He laughed happily, and when they were in bed, he made love to her – or rather she to him? Her little body rode him, regained control, fought for power, set the pace. She was gorgeous, and as he pulled her off and dipped his mouth into her pussy, he found it tasted exactly like what he had imagined. She tugged at his hair as if she couldn't decide whether to pull him back or push him in, and the first time she came, he felt her nails digging deep into his shoulders. He pushed himself into her, fucked her brutally, and she kept up with him. The uncertain girl had disappeared, incinerated in the fire. He played with her, relishing it, and when she started screaming, he sighed and allowed himself to do what he had dreamed of since he first saw her. He came, pressing her against the sheets, kissing her hard. He could feel that they were both soaked, sweating. They fucked all night in a frenzy, as if insatiable. She took him in her mouth, licking and biting lightly, and he went crazy. If she tied him up and did just that, he would lose his mind.

         The sun was rising slowly when she fell asleep exhausted by his side. He stroked her hair, looked at the faint freckles on her nose, at the little scar by her collarbone.

         “I love you,” he whispered, glad she couldn't hear it. It was too soon; it could scare her. He fell asleep, cuddled up to this woman, smelling of her.

          
      

         He came home with a bouquet of roses. She was not there. There was a card on the table stating that she had left the keys in the mailbox. He felt his heart skip a beat. He found dinner in the kitchen, still warm. Her toiletries were gone from the bathroom, and so was the book she had been reading. He sat on the bed, his heart gripped with regret. The phone rang but he did not answer. He had no strength and rejected the call. If you love someone, let them go. He had heard it somewhere before. The phone beeped and he looked at it annoyed. Unknown number. He frowned.

         I went to live with my parents. I’m inviting you on a date. Let's do it properly. She had added an address.

         He lay down on the bed and laughed, the happiest he had ever been.
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         The snow covered the ground outside the window. The ocean was still, dark and free of ice. Hannah had woken up in a place completely new to her. It was a small village up north, far away from the capital. Her senses were tantalised as she watched how dawn followed its age-old morning routine.

         What she wanted was a whole new life. What would it offer her?

         The white scenery here definitely offered a sense of calm and silence. No traffic outside. Nobody in the room but her. The memories from the night before lingered. Still, they were only dreams, and in some cases, goals.

         Her cell phone vibrated on the bedside table and she reached for it.

         Are you sure you haven’t changed your mind?You’re missing the Christmas party!

         A message from Lisa. Hannah didn’t even have the energy to reply to it. That’s why she was here. She wanted to get away from the Christmas party, work, and everybody. She was just where she needed to be. The powdery snow falling from a fir tree outside the bedroom window confirmed this.

         Her fingers slid over the screen and she opened her notes. That is where she kept her diary. The smartphone didn’t miss much. Or perhaps it did, something that Hannah couldn’t quite put her finger on. The diaries Hannah had placed on the windowsill talked a lot about the weather. Just as they described the landscape here in detail.

         She had looked through one of them the night before. It was a female relative that had taken tons of notes a hundred years ago. ‘They probably weren’t even meant to be read. I forgot about them all these years and haven’t even read them myself, but I can’t just throw them away. I think it’s best if you take them, I doubt that my sons want them’, her grandmother had told her.

         She had given one box of books to Jonah, her cousin Molly’s boyfriend. He had seen them the night before when he had helped Hannah move in. He said that he wanted them as a ‘thank you’ gift for his studies.

         ‘You never know what you will find’, Jonah had said. Hannah hadn’t really read much of them yet, but she wasn’t very hopeful that he would find anything relevant in them, especially considering his field of research: a field study in sexual behaviour, as he had described it himself. Hannah laughed. Jonah seemed to be a curious person in general. And she was curious to know more about him.

         He was one of these people whose eyes are an open ocean.

         Hannah didn’t know why she didn’t see Molly and Jonah more often. And she only saw them in the capital, never here. Always with loads of family around and never with the possibility to speak freely.

         The staircase that lead down to the tiny kitchen creaked. The living room on the same floor was almost as tiny as the kitchen. The two rooms, plus a small bathroom were all there was on that floor. Not at all as spacious as her flat in the city. This house had been her great great grandparents’ home, and after that it had been used as a summer house for generations. It was pretty run down and in need of a careful renovation. Or was it? Her father had been very sceptical of the idea of her moving to this old house, and even more sceptical of the fact that she had moved so far north and stepped down from her position in her company.

         ‘It’s only temporary’ Hannah had said, without really believing her own words.

         But she hadn’t only left her job behind. She had also walked away from a lot of relationships, new and old. But she needed to go back to nature, needed more peace. Really, she wasn’t sure what it was that she needed. ‘You want something, but you can’t have it and you’re not even sure what it is’, she muttered to herself. She thought about her grandmother, who lived by the words of Karin Boye, the Swedish poet.

         Hannah’s grandmother had died a month ago in the pandemic that had spread through the world that year and taken many lives. A heart-ripping goodbye had made Hannah think about death and awakened something up inside of her soul. She needed a change.

         Hannah had never been here before, except from one time when she was a child, but she could hear the walls whisper the house’s history. She had come back to her roots: Tranquility Bay.

         She opened the door to the pantry and was hit by a scent of old apples. For some strange reason, the scent sent a pleasant shiver down her spine. The old apple tree was standing in the garden, naked and proud. One of the branches and the shadows that ran along the trunk formed the silhouette of a face. A spot of snow looked like an eye.

         ‘No wonder people who lived in these environments in the olden days were so superstitious’ she said to herself, fetching the chia pudding that she had prepared for herself from the fridge.

          
      

         Hannah was lazy in a very strange way. She never had the energy to tie her laces before she went out for a run. Instead, she used an old shoehorn to squeeze into her running shoes. But once she had cheated her way into her shoes, she ran the 10 kilometres without a problem. She ran four times a week and the habit had become her therapy.

         Her breath created white clouds around her. Clouds of thoughts that nobody was supposed to see. The landscape was white. And so silent.

         Jonah had mentioned Edward, the mysterious pianist that lived in the house closest to hers. His house was an old parish hall, and the lights were on in there. On the facade of the house, she could see silhouettes of an old sign. It looked like it had said EFS. What had the sign looked like before? Had it been made out of wood? Golden letters? Should she go say hi to him? Introduce herself as his new neighbour? Maybe she would do that on her way back.

          
      

         Jonah turned the aged pages in the old books carefully. Hannah had said that the books probably contained notes about temperatures and the weather, and she had been right. It was one thing to talk about the weather, but he didn’t really understand why somebody would write about it in their diary, instead of writing about interesting secrets and thoughts. At 3 AM, Jonah fell asleep with a book over his head. After all, he was more interested in what was written in between the lines. There was a silence there that he was becoming more and more interested in.

         Now and again, the weather reports transformed into descriptions of the evening light. The breeze over the water. The smell of timber in the summer morning. He noticed that there wasn’t a lot of room for people in her notes, as if she loved them but kept some distance from them and turned to nature instead. She complained about her father sometimes, but it seemed like she had liked him quite a lot. Her mother didn’t have a big presence in the diary, but when she was mentioned it was always with love. There was quite a lot of numbers in the diaries. Business plans.

         Jonah pushed up his reading glasses and kept writing in a leather notebook that looked a lot like the actual diary.

         ‘What are you doing?’

         Molly appeared in the doorway, dressed in a black lace blouse and red panties. She was very generous with her sensuality. He was too.

         ‘I’m sitting here interpreting the world based on someone else’s interpretation of it,’ Jonah said.

         ‘If you get bored you can always look out the window and see how it actually looks.’

         ‘I’d rather look at you.’

         Jonah put his arm out and invited her. Molly lay down and started reading while her fingers played over his chest.

         ‘The handwriting is beautiful’ she said. ‘And look at these sketches!’

         ‘Houses and windows, but the windows look more like prison bars.’

         ‘And what does Dr. Eastman say about that?’ Molly asked.

         ‘I’m a doctor in sociology, not psychology.’

         ‘Do you think she felt trapped?’

         ‘You think like a real cop.’

         ‘From a police officer’s point of view, there are only two options: trapped or free.’

         ‘You know you can be both, right?’

         ‘Absolutely.’

         Jonah turned the page. When he read the first word, his cheeks turned red. When he read a bit further, he blushed even more. Jonah slowly turned the page again, filled with a sense of curiosity that he wanted to linger in and snap out of at the same time. Molly read the book with Jonah, took it from his hand, straddled him and leaned in to kiss him. She grabbed his wrists and held them over his head while their tongues danced with each other. The scent of her made him kiss her deeper. She smelled like her perfume and the Christmas spices from her dinner preparations down in the kitchen. Suddenly – way too soon – she pulled away from him.

         She got out of bed and unbuttoned her blouse. Slowly. Jonah saw that she was wearing the red lace bra that he had bought for her a week ago for her birthday. With one button left to unbutton, she turned around. Then she unbuttoned the last button and threw her blouse over the white armchair.

         ‘Don’t go anywhere,’ she said and looked at him over her shoulder.

         He wasn’t planning on moving at all. Instead, he sat there staring at her lace-dressed behind as it turned around the corner and walked towards the bathroom. He heard her open a cupboard and pull something heavy out of there.

         And then he heard her footsteps coming back. Soft footsteps. Slow ones. She took her time. And then she stood in front of him with eyes full of promises.

         She had gotten the bag. The sight of the bag sent a shiver down his spine at the same time as it made him remember precious moments of steamy pleasure.

          
      

         The second after Hannah had rang the doorbell to her neighbour’s house, sweaty from her run and with a blue bobble hat on her head, she started doubting the idea of paying Edward a visit. Her hat had the initials NSK on it, and she had found it in a basket back at the old house.

         Parked next to the front door was an old brown car that looked like it was from the same era as Hannah’s hat – early eighties if she were to guess. It made her feel slightly more comfortable.

         Still, she stopped breathing for a second when he opened the door. A dark and tall man among all the white.

         He looked at her and waited for her to say something, which made sense as it was Hannah who had rung his doorbell after all.

         ‘I don’t want to buy any fish,’ Edward said after a while.

         ‘Huh?’

         ‘My mother always says that when someone rings her doorbell. I think it is because people sold a lot of fish around here in the olden days.’

         ‘I’m not selling anything.’

         ‘We all are.’

         Hannah ignored society’s advice on keeping social distance, removed her glove and reached it out towards him. Edward took it.

         ‘Poppel, right?’ he said.

         ‘And you’re Edward.’

         ‘Come inside’ he said.

         ‘I’m pretty…’

         ‘…sweaty? If you worked up the courage to come over here, you might as well come inside. We can’t stand out here all day.’
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