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Forbidden Places: The Cinema



“We're going to play truth or dare.”

“Oh come on, Emma!” I stare at the scene in front of me: the rug on the floor, the glass bottles, and the three girls looking up at me with hazy, alcohol-blurred eyes. “We're not twelve years old anymore.”

“So what?” Emma pats the seat next to her. “Come on and sit down, we've got everything prepared.”

“Oh lord, you go to the bathroom for one minute…”

She hiccups. “We work fast.”

I sit down on the rug between Emma and Gabriella, take a sip of my bright blue cocktail, and laugh when Emma immediately spins the bottle.

We are in Gabriella's flat in central Stockholm. It's one bedroom; small but cozy. On the walls there are colourful paintings she has made by herself, while the furniture is in dark hues to contrast the white walls behind the paintings. There are shirts and socks everywhere – even a bra dangling off the cistern of the lavatory – which speaks volumes about how Gabriella is doing these days. Condition: Newly single. That, of course, merits a girls' night with copious amounts of vodka, Smirnoff Ice, and as many chocolate chip cookies as we want. Add to that some sugary doughnuts, chips, dip and some brownies, and we're good to go. The fact that most of it is left untouched on the living room table because we felt completely full possibly goes without saying.

“Alva,” Gabriella slurs and nudges me. Her blonde hair has started to unwrap from her tight ponytail, and her breath smells almost inflammable with alcohol. “Your turn. Truth or dare?”

I roll my eyes. “Dare, of course.”

“A bold choice. I dare you to open the window, and…”

“No, no, no! I know!” Emma stumbles to her feet and gesticulates wildly. “We should play the grown-up edition. None of this 'shout something embarrassing out of the window' stuff, but only adult things.”

“Like what?” Gabriella asks.

“Like going to the supermarket and seducing someone.”

“Dear God! You can't do that!”

“We're single, aren't we?”

I down my drink. The liquid burns my throat. “So… the supermarket then? I'm in.”

“No, Alva, that was just an example.” Emma sighs theatrically. “I want you to find a man, or a woman for that matter, at a cinema.”

Gabriella nods. “And seduce him?”

“Seduction is merely the first order of business. I want them to have sex.”

“Afterwards?”

“No, no. At the cinema itself. What do you say, Alva? Can you do it?”

I look back and forth between the two girls and laugh. “You're both completely crazy, you know that? Completely. Crazy.”

“I take that as a yes.” Emma sits back down, her back slightly more erect than before. “You have a week.”

 

Group chat

The next day

 

ALVA: What on Earth did I agree to? Was I dreaming, or am I supposed to have sex with someone at the cinema?

EMMA: Not a dream, baby!

GABRIELLA: You sure sound confident, Emma. Are you forgetting your own lovely little challenge?

EMMA: I must admit my memory is a bit blurry… but surely it can't be worse than what Alva has to do? Haha, nothing could be worse than that.

ALVA: Depends how you look at it. Might be easier for you, since you'll already be naked. Or nearly naked, anyway.

EMMA: Naked? How so?

GABRIELLA: The public swimming pool. Have fun!

ALVA: And what about you, Gabbi? Sex with a teacher! Best of luck, will you sign up for a course of some kind?

GABRIELLA: Don't remind me. I'll have to find one that'll admit me right away… Maybe drawing? Should be plenty of those here in Stockholm.

ALVA: Sounds good. We'll meet at Gabbi's next Sunday, and if anyone failed they're getting punished. Severely.

EMMA: Who's being cocky now? What makes you so sure you'll succeed?

ALVA: Confidence, baby! See you later, I'm off to the cinema…

 

As I enter the giant lobby of the Rigoletto cinema, I feel somewhat like a spy. I'm not the least bit interested in watching a movie like everyone else – no, I'm on a mission, a secret assignment. I smell buttered popcorn, sweat, and that particular scent only found at the cinema. Maybe those typical red seats have their own unique odor. Or is it the smell of anticipation from everyone chatting quietly in the dim light before it goes completely dark?

A new movie, and an escape from everyday life. A place where you can tune out and merely… enjoy. Everyone is here to have a good time, and no one intends to move before the movie is over. The movie itself is the problem; it'll be playing and it'll be loud, and then no one will want to talk to me – at least not if they find the movie interesting. And even if I find someone who actually does want to talk, then other visitors might get annoyed, tell us to be quiet, and they might even complain to someone working here.

I sit as far back as I can get, under the long wide balcony section. It's dark and discreet here, and as long as no one sits in the same aisle, I'll be invisible. But, of course, I'll need a man as well. Hopefully a stylish man who will make my pulse race, make my heart flutter, and make my stomach tingle with desire. And yes – a man who will make me feel aflame between my legs. I want to become wet and aroused.

Good thing I chose a romantic movie to celebrate the day – if there is no sex scene in this movie, I shall be sorely disappointed.

 

I want their moans to mix with mine, and for me and my mystery man to have sex just as exciting as they have in the movie.

The cinema quietly fills with visitors. It's mostly couples who smile, chatter and hold each other's hands as they make their way through the gigantic room with the high ceiling. Bulging buckets of popcorn, squelching red paper cups and chocolate bars that rustle when they're opened. I look around the room to see if any men are sitting by themselves. There might be one there? But he sits down too far towards the front. Damn. I don't even know if he's good-looking, but my demands are getting lower with each passing second as the previews approach. The screen is still hidden from view by a large curtain. Mustard yellow. Or is it supposed to represent gold? There is an ancient-looking statue on either side of the curtain, positioned as if they were sentries.

“Hello,” I say to a man around 25 years of age, who chooses the seat right in front of mine.

He turns around and stares for a couple of seconds, then turns back. How rude can you get? Is he not going to answer me? Surely that's the least you can expect.

“Hello!”, I say once more, far too loud. A couple of girls one more row ahead of me look back at me and giggle.

The man turns his head so that one of his eyes looks at me. It's dark, almost black. Like wet mahogany. His skin is of a similar colour. “Are you talking to me?”

“Of course, who else?”

He stares at me and appears to be studying how I look. My long red hair makes me look like Ariel from The Little Mermaid, and my make-up makes me look like a porn star. Maybe that's a bit of an exaggeration, but I definitely went all out when I got ready to go out. I hope it will make me look more like a fashion model than someone who does porn. A damn hot model. Someone like Angelina Jolie or Scarlett Johansson, but with red hair.

“Do you like what you see?” I ask directly, because I can't afford to lose any time. I almost feel as if I've reached the stage where I might walk up to every new visitor and ask: Hi, would you have sex with me in the back row? I have a bet to win and you would be perfect for the job.

“Have I met you somewhere before?”

“Not as far as I know.” I cross one leg over the other and smile my most seductive smile. “Do I look familiar to you?”

“No, I just thought since you said hello.”

“I just thought you looked great. Nice. Maybe a bit sexy as well. I just wanted to start a conversation, and saying hello tends to be a good opener.”

“So you're trying to pull at the cinema?”

“I'm not trying to pull. Just generally being nice.”

“By calling me sexy?”

“Hi there. Who's this?” A tall woman with dreadlocks walks up to the man, hands him a soda and starts taking off her winter coat. “Did you meet someone you know, Ari?”

 

“She just wanted to talk, I don’t know her” The man, whose name is obviously Ari, turns towards me. “This is Evelina, my girlfriend.” He raises one of his eyebrows.

I get it. I've messed up; he wasn't here by himself. Who goes to see a romantic movie alone? Who goes to see any movie alone?

“Hello,” I quietly say to the woman and sink into my seat just as the previews start. “Lovely…”

 

The following evening, I choose a thriller instead. Men like those, don't they? The poster for the movie was fifty per cent shiny guns and fifty per cent men posing with bulging muscles and bare arms. I don't think I saw a single woman's name among the lead actors. Sad. But, in this particular case, perhaps that will be to my advantage.

As I had hoped, it's mostly men who walk through the door to the cinema, but there aren't many who arrive by themselves. I make a few feeble attempts to talk to people before they sit down, but they don't lead anywhere. Some of them ignore me, and others almost scowl at me. As if I were too eager in trying to sell them something.

 

Eventually I give up, sit down, and get thoroughly bored by the movie, but I don't stop looking for potential targets. It's not until the credits start rolling that I acknowledge my defeat. How the hell am I supposed to get someone to have sex with me when I can't even make them have a conversation with me for more than a minute? Should I be a bit more subtle and try to come off as less desperate? Wear a bit less make-up and dress a bit more casual?

I don't know. But I'll have to find a way to succeed.

 

EMMA: Hey babes! Guess who did it at the public pool today? Me!

GABRIELLA: What? NO!

EMMA: I went out to the suburbs, because it was impossible here in the city, and I succeeded!

GABRIELLA: Where was it?

ALVA: You're lying.

EMMA: No, it's true! I went up about 15 kilometres north of the city. His name was Roland, and he was tall and strong and really sexy. I might see him again.

ALVA: That's impossible. Is it not just a pool there? I mean… there'd be no privacy, nowhere to hide.

EMMA: We managed to solve it. I'll show you sometime if you'd like;-)

ALVA: No thanks, I don't want to know.

GABRIELLA: I'm never going there now.

EMMA: How did it go with you two?

GABRIELLA: A.W.F.U.L.

ALVA: It's going alright. I've been close a few times. Tomorrow is my day, that's when it'll happen.

EMMA: Haha, you'll never make it.

GABRIELLA: Emma, I want a picture of this man as proof. How are we to know you're not just making it up?

 

I put down my phone and go to the cinema website to book tomorrow's ticket. This time I can't fail.

 

I pick a romantic movie again, because it has to be a movie I won't mind watching, and unfortunately that thriller didn't work for me. This one seems a bit more erotic than the first one, which sounds perfect. It's a shame that most of the visitors seem to be women. I don't mind women – quite the contrary! - but I'm not attracted to them. No, it's a man I want. Like the one walking over there. Is he here by himself? Doubtful. With my luck, he has a wife who just had to use the bathroom or something.

I follow him with my eyes as I sit in the darkness underneath the balcony. This time I bought popcorn – so that I can have a bit of comfort food if this turns out to be another failure – and while I observe my prey I enjoy the buttery flavour on my tongue, take a sip of my far too sweet orange soda, and grab another popcorn, which crunches as I bite into it. As if they were chocolate-covered strawberries, I try eating them as seductively as I can. One at a time. I lick the salt off my lips after each one.

The man takes off his knitted cap and exposes a hairstyle that makes it tingle between my legs. It's dark brown and beautiful, even though it's tousled and untidy, just like his stubble which seems to have been in place for a few days already. Sexy. It's as if he looks stylish and rough at the same time – basically a little bit tired. As far as looks are concerned, he has everything a man needs, he just didn't bother to take the time to add that little something extra. His coat is covered with snowflakes, and when he starts to unbutton it, I notice that he's wearing a perfectly ordinary polo shirt underneath. But it's not as if any sensible person would dress up to go see a movie? At least not if they're going there alone.

Perhaps he really is alone.

He stares intently at a crinkled movie ticket, looks up, and then down again. The previews begin, and I sigh. Poor timing. Just as the screen begins to light up, the light in the room dims further, and the voices of the visitors become a mere low whisper. I slowly make my way towards the man. He's coming this way. Oh my God. I straighten my back and continue my sensuous popcorn eating. I throw my hair to the side as if it were slightly in my way, then I pretend to look at the shampoo commercial whose light is filling the room.

Out of the corner of my eye I see the man sitting perhaps five chairs to the right of me. In the back row as well. Just like me. We're the only ones sitting here. There is still time for someone else to come and sit here, but considering that the room is perhaps thirty per cent full, I doubt if anyone will come and sit right here. I certainly hope not.

He puts his coat on the seat next to him and starts making himself at home. He sighs slightly, switches off his phone, takes off his shoes and yawns tranquilly. He looks comfortable. Stable, somehow. And at the same time, he still looks amazingly sexy.

Alright Alva. This is it.

I smile and put a salty popcorn in my mouth. I chew very slowly, while drumming my fingers on the back rest of the seat in front of me. My nails are long and painted the same red colour as the decoration of the room. I clear my throat.

“Always so many commercials. They say the movie will start at five past eight, but that's just when the commercials begin.”

He glances at me.

“Yes, I'm talking to you,” I say with a smile. “I know I'm a stranger and that strangers are supposed to keep quiet here in Sweden, but I'm not used to going to the movies alone.”

He gives me a warm smile. His lips are large and full. The kind that makes him look as if he's an amazing kisser. “Me neither. But this time, it seems we did.”

Oh, such a beautiful dark voice.

“Your wife didn't feel like joining you?”

“Certainly not.” He makes the sign of the cross, while still smiling at me. “We've been divorced a long time, and no one is more happy about that than I am.” A rugged hand strokes his stubble. “I'm sorry, perhaps that was too much information. But I'm not used to going to the movies by myself either.”

“Perhaps we'd feel slightly less alone if we sat next to each other?”

“Well, yes… sure. I suppose so. Want me to join you?”

“Please.” I pat the seat next to me, and the sweet thrill of victory is swirling around inside me. “So, you like sitting all the way at the back as well?”

“Yes, I must admit that's exactly what I felt like today. And now that I've seen you, I'm glad I did.”

He gathers up his things and sits down next to me. A scent of sandalwood comes with him. So good.

My God, it tingles everywhere now that he's so close to me. He's so tall up close. And his shoulders are broad. His elbow brushes against mine, and I giggle like a schoolgirl. He smiles too, except perhaps a bit more subtly. There is a tense atmosphere between us. As if the air is on fire. I suddenly forgot everything I know about how to seduce a man – how on Earth do you do this? He's sitting right there and I'm sitting right here and my sensuous popcorn-eating has become a frantic chase, where as many popcorn as possible are fighting for a place in my mouth.

I nod towards the cardboard container. “Um, would you like some?”

“Thank you.” He reaches down and politely takes two of them.

“By all means, help yourself.”

“That's alright, you certainly seem to like them. The movie hasn't even started, and you only have half of them left.” He winks seductively.

“Mhm, I like popcorn.” I swallow the most recent bite just as the commercial ends and the room goes completely dark. It feels as if the sound of my swallowing echoes throughout the room.

He looks at my lips. They must be completely covered in salt. I don't dare lick them. “My name is Max, by the way.”

“I'm Alva.”

“Beautiful name.”

“Thank you. Yours too.” I try wiping the salt off my fingers, but I have no idea if I succeed. “So how come you're… by yourself tonight?”

He put his rugged hand on top of mine and gently starts brushing away the sticky grains of salt. “My life has been a bit too focused on Lego recently, even though I love them more than anything. My kids, I mean.”

He has kids? As I look closer, he does have tiny wrinkles around his eyes, making him look closer to 40 than 30. Perhaps even over 40.

Oddly enough, that doesn't bother me in the least. Who cares if he has kids? This is just going to be a one-time thing. If I succeed, that is.

“I had to get out of the house for a bit,” he continues. “It's my week without kids. Actually, it's great to talk to another adult, for once.”

“Don't you have a job where you can do that?”

“A stressful job. Not much room to talk there.”

The movie begins. A couple look towards the horizon, and the only audible sound is waves crashing on the shore. Silence. The whole room goes completely silent. Damn. And I was so close…

“Enjoy the movie,” he whispers in my ear, with his dark and husky voice. A conclusion. I feel a pang in my chest.

His closeness makes my body react in all sorts of ways: my nipples harden underneath my white shirt, my thighs tighten and the beating of my pulse increases in my temples. I have to run my hands back and forth over my trousers. Sweaty. Salty. His hand was on my hand. I can't focus, I have no idea what's happening on the screen. It's all just colours and movements, voices and impressions. Everything is Max. His knee is resting against my knee, and he's not moving it away. Is he doing that on purpose? Soon the same thing happens with our shoulders. Our upper arms. We sit there as if glued to one another, and all I can sense is the scent of sandalwood.

“You smell nice,” I whisper in the darkness.

“So do you. Is that… coconut?”
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