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I run around the boxing square
holding the bag over my shoulder. The other martial arts students
are already collected around the mat for the masterclass. I
approach quietly to avoid disturbing the teacher and making
everybody notice I arrived late. The
teacher is already explaining something. I catch my breath. Some of
the students turn to look at me. I wave to a couple of them that I
already know or I have already met at the hotel and give them a
smile. I fit the bag against the wall and I take off my sweater.
Luckily, the teacher doesn’t seem angry with me and continues on. A
man in his sixties standing in front of me makes some space so I
can sit on the mat with the others. I give him a thankful
smile.

I take off my shoes. A guy I saw this morning
in the hotel cafeteria watches me. He’s kneeling on the mat. It
shouldn’t be a very comfortable position for his knees and ankles,
considering he’s quite stout with his belly stretching the yellow
t-shirt he is wearing, but he doesn’t seem bothered at all. He
keeps watching me as I put on my socks for the lesson. I get on the
mat. I wave to him with my hand, and he smiles back at me. Then he
goes back paying attention to the teacher. Something I suppose I
should do too.

He is explaining the next exercise. So we
have to try to grab the other person around the neck with our arm,
and the other person has to escape. I’ve already done this
exercise; it’s fun. The teacher tells us to start and we pair up.
Francis come to me.

“Hey, I thought you weren’t coming.” He says
with his usual frumpy air.

I smile at him mischievously and try to grab
him by surprise. He manages to slip away from me by a hair. I
chuckle.

Francis is very good at these exercises,
although he tends to stiffen up a bit when the pace increases. I
can’t usually catch him, but it’s because I’m a woman and shorter
than him, so it’s harder for me. But I use my smarts and work
unpredictably to challenge him anyways. So I surprise him by
switching arms and I manage to wrap my arm around his neck. I grab
my wrist with the other hand to lock him. Ah, got him! I let him
go, and we continue with roles reversed.

It’s all about being soft and going with the
flow on his movements. Francis is good because he doesn’t move
abruptly and lets you do the exercise without trying to win at all
costs. I bend my knees just in time to escape his grasps and step
back. I lurch backwards and bump into someone soft.

“Oh, sorry.”

It’s the chubby guy with the yellow shirt. He
is actually quite muscular underneath the plumpness. His arms are
like three times the size of mine.

He smiles at me. “No worries.” He says in
some a kind of East European accent.

I escape from
Francis who was trying to take advantage of me getting distracted.
Slick guy, Francis.

“Change partners!” The teacher says.

I give my friend Francis a high-five and turn
to find someone else.

The guy from earlier comes to me.

“Hi, Marc” He says.

“Fiamma.”

He looks at me half amused half confused.

“Fiamma.” I repeat. “Where are you from?”

“Croatia.”

He waves for me to start the exercise, which
is a good thing, as it’s better for the woman to start first in
these kind of close contact exercises with a man you don’t know.
But that doesn’t mean I’ll go easy on him. I go determined to grab
him, and he’s a bit surprised by my speed, but he makes half a step
sideways and leads me out. I adapt and switch arms, and he moves
towards me taking the tempo away from me. He’s good, he is like an
eel. I’m putting in some effort here. It’s true that he is bigger
than me but he is not that much taller. To the touch his body is
very soft, like warm foam rubber, because he is relaxed. He is much
more agile than he appears. I dive towards him with a faint and
turn the other side, catching him off guard, forcing him to change
quickly not to get caught.

“Ohh…” He smiles, escaping.

He looks at me amused and points the finger
to himself. “My turn.”

He comes to grab me, and I slide away,
following his movement. He is even better than Francis, making
smooth and uniform movements even though he’s sturdy. He’s
determined, but you can tell he’s being gentle with me. He is
helping me learn. He moves quickly to catch me and I escape at the
last moment spinning with my body against his back, where he can’t
reach me.

He move away and gives me an approving nod.
“Well done.”

I give him a teasing smile, and he responds
with a satisfied and amused grin.

I escape again, but he has picked up the
pave. I’m getting short of breath. He’s calm, not even sweating,
but he is really coming to get me now. He changes and shifts in all
directions. I pull up my shoulders to prevent him closing the grip
and I manage to slip away under his arm.

The teacher claps. “Stop. Next exercise.”

Lucky! I wouldn’t be able to escape much
longer. I’m out of breath. I smile at Marc. He is very good, and it
was fun. He smiles back.

“Very well done. Thank you.”

We gather in a circle around the mat, and the
teacher starts to explain the next exercise. Good, so I can catch
my breath.

This is a ground exercise. One person lies n
their back, and the other person lies across them, with the elbows
blocking one shoulder from under the armpit and one side of the
hip, while the knees block the other shoulder and the other side of
the hip. The person underneath had to try to escape. This one also
is a lot of fun.

While the teacher explains, I find myself
looking for Marc. He ‘s sitting cross-legged and doesn’t seem to be
listening to the teacher with much attention.

He moves his
eyes and looks at me. I look away, surprised. I feel embarrassed,
why did I look for him among all people now? I should ignore him,
he is just a guy.

But I look
back at him instead. He is still looking at me. So I give him a
half-smile as if to apologize I’m now going to look away and I
focus on the teacher. What am I embarrassed about? It doesn’t
matter.

The teacher tells us to pair up, and I turn
the opposite direction of Marc to look for someone.

“Hey.” Marc’s calm, slow voice is behind
me.

I turn. He came to me to do with me this
exercise too. We are supposed to change partners each exercise, but
he is not someone I usually exercise with, so I guess it’s ok to do
two in a row.

Marc lies on his back. I’m good at this
exercise because I’m quite flexible and can push my knees under the
other person’s shoulder and hip very tightly. Marc is quite bigger
than me, but not too much, so I think I can hold him well.

I flatten myself on top of him to use my
whole body to control his movements. He’s good, he uses his body as
a leverage to slip away. But he stays within the exercise and
doesn’t use brute force, though he could. He moves his body and I
have to chase him to keep him in place. I join my hand to help me
hold tight with my elbows. Even without trying to use force, he is
still naturally way stronger than I am. He puts a hand on my
shoulder, leverages my leg, and manages to lift his torso. Once his
back is off the mat, I lose hold and he turns me over like a
feather, his hands guiding me to a soft hit on the mat.

“You’re so flexible.” He says.

His hand stays on my thigh, and I feel a
warmth in my stomach.

“But I’m too
light.” I say to distract myself from what I’m feeling now,
and also to distract him from it, so he doesn’t
notice anything.

But he does
notice. He keeps his hand on my thigh a
bit too long for it not to be fully intentional.

“Shall we switch?”

I not and lie in my stomach, not really
knowing what to make of what I felt.

Marc leans on
me. He’s heavy, but not too much to be
uncomfortable. Actually, it is quite comfortable to feel the warm
heaviness on me… What am I thinking? Just do the exercise, Fiamma!
He holds my shoulder and hips as best he can, and again I don’t
feel uncomfortable. He holds me in quite the comfortable way… I go
on with the exercise and start moving. I’m too thin for him. I
already know I’ll be able to slip away with a bit of effort. By
moving the center of my body, I create leverage, and I try to free
up my arm, but he manages to bring me back in place. He’s good,
with a body that is both relaxed and strong. He isn’t using a tenth
of his strength. I try again and I create space for my legs by
moving the hips.

“Whoo…” he
says, trying to put me back in place.

He puts more weight on me and uses same
strength, and I return at the starting point.

“Ah! Darn it…” I complain jokingly to
alleviate the tension.

Marc laughs to do the same as he works to
keep me in place. I’m slipping away again. I free my arm, making
space for my leg.

“Ahh…” Marc grumbles in disappointment.

I smile under my breath as I create even more
space.

But Marc gets up and swiftly places a hand on
my chest and the other on my belly.

I can’t move anymore.

“Hey, that’s not fair!”

Marc’s hands are steady and warm. They don’t
move, and he doesn’t let me move.

I stop trying. I stay still. His hands exert
pressure, calmly and firmly.

“Do you have a boyfriend?” He asks.

“A what?”

“A boyfriend.”

The hand on my belly becomes softer. It’s
weight is pleasant, like a caress without movement.

I shake my head. “No.”

“Do you want to come in my room tonight?”

A what where?

The teacher claps his hands. “Stop!”

The others get up to return to the circle
around the mat.

Marc lifts his hands. “I’m in the room 502 if
you want to come.”

He stands up and extends his hand. I hold it
to get up.

“But if you come, mind that it won’t be to
watch the TV.” He says.

 


I turn off the hairdryer and place it on the
edge of the sink. I sigh to release the tension. I check the time
on my phone; almost 10 PM and I don’t know what to do.

I look at myself in the mirror. The very
thought of going there is insane. What am I even contemplating
doing? I run my hand through my hair, letting it fall on my
shoulders.

I caress the
sides of my breasts. I stroke my hips.

It couldn’t
be clearer
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