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PROLOGUE
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ASK YOURSELF THIS.


If you had a key that promised to unlock the secrets of the world, wouldn’t you want to use it?


If you could catch the rich and powerful stripped naked, in flagrante delicto, exposing all their closeted kinks and perversions, wouldn’t you be tempted?


If that’s what you want, come with me.


But I have to warn you: Once you cross that threshold, nothing will ever be the same.


You will never be the same.


I’m not.


Nearly four years ago, a statue of Pan looked on while the core of my life was cracked open on a platform as one of the most powerful men in the world marked me as his equal. No, not his equal—as one of his own, like attracting like though we’re not quite the same. I could protest all I wanted, but my moral compass had somehow led me to the same dark room as DeVille, and I can’t deny that a part of me belonged there. A part of me liked squeezing his throat.


A part of me remains there, floating in a sky the color of his oxygen-deprived lips.


A part of me that knows I’m not like other people, not like Jack.


Too much like DeVille and others in The Juliette Society.


But the larger part of me locked that experience deep down inside. It’s easier to pretend it never happened—especially since I never saw Anna again.


I haven’t thought of my friend in ages.


At first, Anna’s empty chair behind me in Marcus’s class had gravity to it, filled with the weight of my expectations and hopes and my frustration that she never returned. At least not before I started to resent the hell out of her.


I chose frustration over her absence rather than believe someone as vibrant as Anna could be extinguished by someone who appreciated neither her inner flame nor the curves containing it. She was more than a reaction to pleasure or pain. Locked in a cage and used for someone else’s pleasure, she was an atomic detonation.


But seeing the way she simmered with the rest of us was like watching the already lit fuse. You couldn’t look away, and if you did, it was to see the looks on the faces of everyone around her. Gauge their reactions to decide what yours should be. What was safe to share.


People like her don’t exist in your life for long.


There’s a reason she stopped answering my calls. There had to have been.


Because why would she disappear after connecting me to a lifestyle that she embraced on a more fundamental level than I ever did?


Was that it? Could she sense, underneath it all, that I would turn from it, put all memories of it away to have a normal life with my Jack?


Was it disappointment that turned her from me? Her absence was a rejection that stung worse than any breakup I’d experienced.


I had to will myself to move on from the easy friendship we’d enjoyed together. I thought I’d meant more to her than I had. I imagine she kept in touch with others in her life; it was me who wasn’t important enough for her to bother with calling, so I chose to forget about her, too. Even a few months later, the brash, wild things we’d done together felt more like dreams than memories.


Maybe because the things we’d shared had been so fantastical, it was easier to pretend they’d been imagined and to put them firmly behind me. I graduated, found a job as a beat reporter at a newspaper. Settled deeper into my life with Jack, but both of us too busy, too consumed with work, to lock down a date to actually say our forever vows. At this point it’s pure ceremony; I’m already committed to him. Normalcy and comfort cover my memories of Anna and The Juliette Society like a warm blanket until it felt like they had happened to someone else.


Life goes on. We move on from the people we knew and the people we were, especially at that age.


Especially from the things that moan in the night.


Does this happen to everyone who embarks on a journey of the senses? Do they all eventually disappear, having felt too much?


I don’t think of Anna often. The disappointment is embarrassing.


And yet…


It’s an uncomfortable truth when you get a good look in the mirror and what you see makes you want to cringe—but you can’t, because you wouldn’t take it back. It felt too good. Still, the knowledge crawls across your skin like a dried film of soap you didn’t quite rinse away in the shower, always there embracing you, reminding you every time you have to restrict your movements so you can ignore the fact that your skin feels too tight. Like you’re stuffed full of more and sooner or later it’s going to split you in two and break free.


Four years is a long time to change, and shift, and grow. Four years is a long time to bury memories deep down until they’re etched upon your bones and you can almost forget that you were the person who once ached to have those experiences.


Almost…


Is character subservient to desire?


Are we driven by our desires, or do they drive us completely?




ONE
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AS A GENERAL RULE, PEOPLE who work in hotels know better than to ever stay in one. This is not unique in the service industry. People who work in airports have their own version. They will tell you they always take a packed lunch to work and never eat at the concession stands. That’s because they know something you don’t: All that uneaten airline food that gets dumped out of every arriving flight is a magnet for vermin and cockroaches.


Same deal with hotel employees. If they really have to, they will only stay in large hotels. The bigger the better—preferably the supersized resorts with a thousand rooms or more. Why?


They know it’s the only way to beat the odds.


Let me explain.


At some point in its history, every hotel in the world has hosted at least one guest who checked in but never checked out. Or rather, they checked out, but never settled the bill.


If you’ve ever stayed in a hotel, you’ll know that scenario is highly unlikely unless you’ve been comped, and in this case, I’ll tell you right up front, that didn’t happen. What we’re left with is a paradox, one that can only be resolved if the person occupying the room fulfilled one condition, and one condition only:


They expired.


Scientists have done statistical studies on this—the number of people who have died in hotels, the number of hotels that have had dead people in them. That means it’s a fact. Not just a freak occurrence, and actually far more common than you’d think. It happens almost every day.


Say a group of retirees on a package tour arrives at their hotel. The eventuality that at least one of them is going to get off the bus, and not back on, is pretty damn high. He or she might not even get the opportunity to play a full round of mini-golf.


According to the world wide web, at last count, globally, there were estimated to be something like 17.3 million hotel rooms in 187,000 hotels. That means wherever you travel in the world, whichever class of hotel you stay in, during high season or low, there’s a one in ninety-three chance you’ll be sleeping with the dead.


You might think that’s an acceptable risk, something you could easily live with.


Wait.


You don’t even know how the person died.


There are several options. I’ll warn you now, they get progressively worse.


First, there are the natural deaths. This could include any number of sudden fatal illnesses, viruses or superbugs, heart attacks, aneurysms, embolisms, a massive hemorrhage, or—are you ready for this?—spontaneous combustion.


Don’t laugh—it’s been known to happen. And there’s nothing funny about it if you’re the one who has to clean up the mess afterwards. But we’ll get to that in a bit.


Then there’s death by misadventure. One clumsy fumble with an electrical gadget in the bathroom could lead to a nasty shock that might prove terminal. An unexpected trip or fall after a long night at the hotel bar may result in severe head trauma, or a laceration or amputation and, from there, catastrophic blood loss. That one last drink to wash down a cocktail of prescription meds before bed might mean that tomorrow morning’s wake-up call goes unanswered.


With suicides, there are a few things that are, if you’ll excuse the unfortunate turn of phrase, a dead cert. One, you know the deaths definitely occur inside the room, because you sure as hell can’t open the window to jump out. Two, with not a lot at hand in the way of props, the chosen method of exit has to be both creative and effective. And, three, the body won’t be found for a while. Because if you have decided to kill yourself in a hotel room, the very first thing you’re going to do is hang the “Do Not Disturb” sign on the doorknob.


Finally, there’s murder. The number of homicides in hotel rooms is second only to those that happen at home. But let’s just skip the gory details and leave the rest up to your imagination. One thing that’s a given, though: murder most foul is never pretty.


At this point, let’s take a second to spare a thought for the person who has to clean up after all this—the hotel maid. As jobs go, being a hotel maid is an utterly thankless task. It really, really sucks.


People who clean up crime scenes are considered specialists in their field. They will launder the carpet, rugs, linen, and soft furnishings to remove any unsightly stains and completely sterilize and deodorize the environment. By the time they’re finished, you’d never believe anything happened there at all. That’s why the really good ones often make six-figure salaries. Even the poor schlub who has the task of cleaning up after a porn shoot—he’s called the “jizz mopper,” but never, ever to his face—can expect to make a decent salary.


A maid has to do the same job in less time, fifteen to thirty times a day, every day, and all for minimum wage and whatever’s been left for her under the pillow—with no guarantee that it will be money.


But if she’s done her job properly, when you enter your room for the first time, there are two things that will never cross your mind. The first is: Who died here? And the second is: Who last fucked in this bed?


Which reminds me, there’s one last category I forgot to mention. One that’s definitely worthy of discussion on its own merits: the final fuck.


If you have an interest in this stuff—and you can probably tell I do—there’s a story that almost every hotel employee is dying to tell you, and will, with just a little prodding. Really, it’s been told so many times that it’s become something of an urban myth. So forgive me if I embellish a little here and there.


This story, it begins with a man and a woman checking into a hotel. They’re booked into the best room in the place: the penthouse suite. What he does exactly, that’s not important. He could be a venture capitalist, a corporate litigator, a tech entrepreneur, maybe even a black marketeer. All you need to know is that he’s Loaded—with a capital L—and so the world is his oyster. Which is good for him, because he was never going to get by on looks or presence alone.


If you wanted to visualize the word unattractive, this guy would be it: tall but grotesquely overweight, with ruddy skin, small piggy eyes, a thin hollow smile. And he has, shall we say, a hydration issue: He sweats. A lot. Consequently, he’s enveloped in a permanent fetid funk. He smells like a men’s bathroom that hasn’t been cleaned in a while.


The girl he’s with, she’s his girlfriend—but only for the night, if you get my drift—and almost his exact opposite. She’s tiny, around a third of his size, and sex personified. Blonde hair that falls to her shoulders in cute Shirley Temple curls, framing a heart-shaped face and full, plump lips like soft pillows. A body that’s a work of art—the perfect S-curve, just like the Venus de Milo: small, perky tits, slim waist, and a big curvy ass, the kind you want to bury your entire face in.


And right at this moment, the point at which we enter this story, that’s exactly what he’s doing. She’s naked on all fours on a double-wide bed and he’s positioned behind her, stuffing his face (which, as you might imagine, is second nature to him), nosing the crack of her ass like a pig hunting for truffles to snuffle up all her scent. The smell of that ass mingled with her sex is like honeysuckle, sweet and tart at the same time, and it’s driving him wild.


This guy, he’s in heaven. He’s really getting in there, has his fingers in lots of pies, so to speak. And he just can’t believe his luck, making it with this super-hot chick who under normal circumstances wouldn’t even give him a first look, let alone a second. Even better, she’s digging it, responding to his every thrust and stroke. At least, that’s how it seems to him.


Pretty soon, she’s riding him. She’s moaning and groaning and grinding, putting on a real performance, giving it her all, trying to get him off. Because, despite appearances to the contrary, he’s actually really grossing her out and all she wants to do is jump in the shower and wash him off. But this guy, he just doesn’t want to come.


She has this one trick up her sleeve that she only uses in very special circumstances, as a last resort, when everything else fails. This time, she really wants this to be over, like now, so she’s decided to skip ahead and pull out her secret weapon. And this thing, it only ever works with the element of surprise.


She’s maneuvered herself into exactly the right position now, reverse cowgirl, so that all he can see of her is that ass pumping up and down in perfect, fluid motion like an oil derrick in full swing. She leans all the way forward to give him a better view and waits for her cue, that pained little moan that guys sometimes let out when they’re starting to lose control. When she hears that, she jams her middle finger right up his ass. And twists.


If it’s not timed right, this kind of thing can be a real passion-killer. Because guys get pretty weird very quickly if you go anywhere near their ass. But catch them by surprise, and they’ll come before they’ve realized what’s going on. Afterward, they won’t mention it, they’ll pretend like it never even happened. That’s because, like hotel employees and people who work at airports, she knows something they don’t:


These guys liked it and they just can’t bring themselves to admit it.


This time, she shoves her middle finger in right up to the knuckle, just to make sure, and it works better than she expected, better than it ever has before. Because all of a sudden, he ejaculates, and BANG—his heart explodes. Right at the same time.


Brings a whole new understanding to the phrase simultaneous orgasm, doesn’t it.


There’s another version of this story. The same basic scenario, apart from one minor detail: The position has changed. He’s on top of her, pounding away, when she reaches around to stick it to him. His fuse blows—PIFF, just like that—and he falls like a giant monolith, right on top of her, and…well, you can probably guess the rest.


Who these people were, it doesn’t really matter. Their names will be scrubbed from the register, like they never even existed. Some vaguely plausible story will be concocted to preserve their dignity and absolve them of shame. It will all be covered up. Nobody will be any the wiser.


You want to know why?


Because hotels are like embassies. Hotbeds of covert activity that takes place beyond the reach of the law. Repositories for secrets and transgressions. A place where all the bodies are buried.


Right about now, you’re probably asking yourself, Where all this is leading? Good question. I was just getting to that.


You see, Inana was one of these people who had access to all things exclusive. Like the blonde, she was an expert in her field, a pro—and unlike the blonde, not that kind of pro. She did it purely because she enjoyed it, because she wanted to understand the limits of female desire—to better know herself. She acquired a reputation, became wanted and desired by some of the most powerful people in the world. Through that reputation, she learned things, the same secrets and transgressions that hotels try so hard to hide.


Maybe Inana kept her work life and private life separate, and like Einstein at the patent office, this was a way for her to get outside her own head and be immersed in something completely different as a means of inspiration.


Or maybe there’s something secret in this hotel, based on the way it doesn’t show up in any fucking browser or map I’ve searched online.


I just know she’s not around to speak for herself. And I need to find out more, because I feel like her experience resonates with mine and she might have all the answers I’ve been seeking about myself.


This hotel, the last place she was known to have worked, is so exclusive that it doesn’t appear in any guidebook or on any map. You couldn’t book a room here even if you wanted to. That’s not as unusual as it may sound.


That’s another thing the hotel industry doesn’t want you to know. There are hotels built in secret locations all around the world that are anything but what they seem. If you were to look out the window of your room in one of these hotels, you’d swear you were in Paris, Rome, New York, Tokyo—any of the world’s most glamorous cities. In actual fact, it is a room without a view at all, like an old movie set with pictures or paintings on the windows, located in some desolate backwater of China or the UAE, away from prying eyes. The room is an exact mock-up, a prototype, for a hotel that has not yet been built, so that its architects can test out new designs, tailored precisely to the demands of their clientele.


In the same way, there are Middle Eastern villages located in the ass-end of Louisiana and North Dakota populated by actors dressed as natives, selling cans of cheap knock-off Coca-Cola. Everything there is recreated down to the smallest detail, just so it can be blown sky-high by the latest technology; a means to test and refine new military strategies, minimizing the risk of casualties, before they are used in the field of war.


These hotels work on the same principle. Minus the guns, ammo, and fake blood. They provide a means to make mistakes so they don’t get made in the real world.




TWO
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HIS HANDS WHISPER UP MY thighs, easing me awake like a secret he tells my body with his own, and I lie still, feigning sleep so he’ll continue his gentle violation. If I wake up his touch will turn demanding, but not quite demanding enough, and right now all I want are Jack’s unhurried hands.


With his schedule, lately we communicate in gropes, hungry hands that devour in a utilitarian way instead of giving. We use each other to get off, our connection frenzied like we’re always saying goodbye before we both slip into unconsciousness. For once, I want this tender, tentative hello.


He teases my hair back over my shoulder, kissing me on the soft skin where my neck meets my jaw. Through my eyelashes, the angry red numbers of the alarm clock stare back at me. 2:37 a.m. It’s the middle of the night when Jack steals into our bed, stealing kisses like he’s someone else—or I am.


The thief of pleasure is mine for the taking. My hands itch with the sudden need to cup his balls and see if he’s already hard, or if he’s only flirting with the idea of making love to me before giving up completely and passing out.


Then I feel it sliding up my thigh, warm from sleep. Jack’s hard cock. Men’s cocks are hard but so damn smooth. Maybe the friction of masturbation helps exfoliate them.


I sigh and tip my ass back to invite him to come a little closer and enjoy the burn of my skin and the wet heat between my thighs.


His touch meanders up the back of my leg, grazing, teasing, almost burning me with its lightness. Just once, I’d love for him to fuck me awake. No gentle fingers waiting for permission, waiting for me to be ready. I want him to take me hard and fast and deep so I wake up already speared by his cock, surprised by what’s happening before knowing it’s him.


But Jack’s too nice, too good not to be shocked by that fantasy, so I locked it down when he asked, “What if I hurt you?”


Sometimes I want it to hurt, I hadn’t said, not wanting to see the shock on his face. He thinks I got all “that” out of my system years ago.


“Cath,” he sighs now against my earlobe before taking it in his mouth.


I moan.


“Are you awake?”


Fantasy already ruined, I nod and press closer to him as he spoons me from behind, pinching a nipple between his fingers.


I’d wanted gentle Jack, but as soon as I had him I wanted more. I always want more of Jack. Suddenly filled with an acute awareness of how much I love him, I turn and pull his lips to mine, kissing him deeply as he eases himself down onto me, stiff dress shirt lightly abrading my nipples. I like it but want to feel the warmth of his skin against mine.


He kneels and shrugs out of his shirt, then moves down my belly, leaving kisses all the way to my Velcro, nudging at my thighs.


I spread for him, eager to feel his hot tongue lap at my clit, and he slings my legs over his shoulders and gives me a long, slow lick that makes my heels dig into his back, wanting him to do the same and go harder.


He surprises me by shoving a finger inside my wet sweet spot, curling the tip and pressing into my G-spot. I twine my fingers through his hair, gripping him tighter, trying to lock him in place as I grind my hips like a dance-hall queen.


He enters me with his tongue, working my clit with his fingers now. I moan and groan with pleasure because I want him to know how good it feels, how glad I am he woke me up this way. That all I want is more and more of him, of us, of this.


“Fuck me, Jack. Fuck me hard.”


He licks a long line from my pussy all the way up to my mouth, sucking my tongue into his, blending my desire with his kiss, and thrusts home in one hard, deep motion.


My head falls back, and I feel myself spread open like a flower—the better to pluck you with—and I wrap my legs around his back and squeeze.


I want him to take me over, wear me as a costume, make me do things he’d want if he were able to be me for a night and I were a disguise made of flesh designed for his amusement.


What would I do if I were Jack for a day?


Everything. I’d fuck me to see what I felt like on the inside.


I’d piss standing up.


I’d jerk off, milking my cock for every last drop of come to see who has better orgasms—men or women.


I’d eat the insanely spicy wings he gets from time to time that sizzle a layer of tissue from my tongue, to see how it is to enjoy something I normally hate.


I’d walk around feeling powerful and masculine, broad-shouldered and tight-assed, and no one would fuck with me.


I’d grow the stubble on my jaw as long as I could, then shave it to see if it made my face feel different.


Would Jack do things equally random if we switched bodies?


I grind against his cock, frantically turned on at the idea of Jack using my body to explore the impossible.


What would he do with me?


If we made love in each other’s bodies, what would that reveal, or even change? What if being him was so much better during sex than being me that I could never forget it? Would I come to resent him, or him me, if the reverse was true?


I want to ask him what he’d do if he were inside my body for a day, to hear the things he’d do and see if they match mine. My lips part to ask, but he takes my mouth, deeply in sync with his cock, and it no longer matters.


Regardless of the bodies we were in, Jack would make my body sing.


He twists his fingers through mine and pins my hands above my head, pulling back to watch my tits bounce as he pounds at me like John Bonham hit the snare drum. No one hit it harder than he did.


His balls get coated with my come and slap my ass with every thrust, and I want Jack in my ass, too, but he does a funny little sideways hitch with his hips that takes me by surprise, and it feels like my head spins around from the way an orgasm sneaks up on me and makes my pussy clamp down on his cock, slowing his thrusts.


It’s sharp and sweet and almost fucking hurts, cramping my belly, but damn if he doesn’t draw it out and make it last longer than it should, forever, and while I’m still shaking beneath him he fills me with a giant load of come so hot and thick it’s almost heavy, shooting into my body like a Super Soaker.


I want him to use it as lube to fuck my ass next.


My favorite kind of recycling.


Like so many others, I’ve gone green in my mid-twenties.


Afterward, I take my deliciously sore ass into the living room to watch a movie without disturbing Jack’s sleep. Sex is strange like that, as though humans are batteries with give and take. Sometimes you can throw your body into it more than with a workout, but still come out of it with more energy than when you started, feeling like you could run a marathon. Other times, you can slip into some afternoon delight with all the energy in the world, and crash afterward like it’s been days since you slept. Maybe we do transfer energy to each other through our touch, through pleasure given and received.


Either way, I know I won’t be sleeping for a while, so I peruse the shelf of movies, our eclectic tastes pressed together into a strange collection. I like to think my foreign film collection is slumming it with his action movies, but I like the things Jack watches, too—testosterone-filled adventures that feature bromances and aging heroes.


Besides, I pollute the shelf with a few romantic comedies as well, though mostly classics from the nineties. Junk food for the mind.


Right now I don’t feel like something light. I’m craving something meaty and substantial, something new that I can savor, but nothing jumps out at me until I see L’Amore in Città—Love in the City, a collection from the fifties where seven Italian directors each contribute a segment. I haven’t seen this film before—Jack bought it for me for Christmas, but I’ve been saving it for a rainy day. Maybe I’m a little sadomasochistic at night when it comes to my film predilections, but I have to believe that some of the filmmakers I love best are—or were, as well.


But patience only goes so far, and I’ve waited long enough.


I tear through the cellophane and pop it in, settling on the couch with a glass of water.


The music is a little jarring, the opening credits set on what looks like concrete—a nod to the title.


I skip ahead to Antonioni’s entry, Tentato Suicidio—Attempted Suicide. I can’t not watch it first—if I wait, I’d only be speculating about Antonioni’s upcoming episode and how it would relate to the others, and I wouldn’t be able to focus on the rest. So it’s best to savor his first, then go back and watch the whole thing again.


I don’t know what it is about his work that grips me so intensely as of late, but something I love about black-and-white movies is that there’s not as much to distract the eye.


We’ve all got predilections when it comes to shades, clothes, walls.


Carpets matching drapes.


The right shade of blue can feel like the sky on a clear day, make us breathe deeper in delight and imagine puffy clouds. We’ve all got that favorite outfit that brings out our eyes and puts some swagger in our step.


The wrong shade of green can bring to mind hospital walls where we spent a hellish twenty-four hours when we were a kid, our parents worrying that the fever wouldn’t go down.


In black and white, there are only shades upon shades upon shades. Textures become more important, patterns. It’s harder to be distracted by garish or gorgeous colors in the background.


But it can also be harder to catch the eye. The props directors had to work harder back then—but they didn’t have to make sure the colors were harmonious.


They didn’t have to find a pillow the exact shade of the leading lady’s lipstick to give a subtle background echo.


The characters walk along a huge, curved, white wall, and for a few seconds their numbers grow as actors and shadows become nearly indistinct. You can’t tell which is which, and I know Antonioni didn’t do that accidentally.


Every choice he made was deliberate. We can’t have control in life, yet somehow, he controlled his canvas so fluidly. I admire that.


The story is about bringing people who have tried to commit suicide together to talk about their motivations. The narrator says that no matter how different they are, all of the people seem to really have a need to talk about their experience that seems contrary to the way suicide was handled back then, so taboo and unspoken.


Maybe that’s why they had a great need to talk to others about it. Express their feelings to others who wouldn’t look at them as histrionic or crazy. Unstable. They think maybe this gathering could help themselves, but also others, to deal with things.


They’re so somber, dressed well in suits and jackets, put together in a way only the Italians are. The musical lilt of the narrator’s voice makes me again wish I spoke more Italian, but that’s something I always idly regret. It’s surprising how much I’ve picked up just by watching foreign films.


The narrator says that suicide is the only truly irreparable act in life.


Everyone gathered for Tentato Suicidio has their reasons for wanting to escape. Some of them gaze at each other with such passionate sympathy, move to almost hug one another, then stop themselves, as though a kind touch would blow them apart.


Maybe it would.


I can understand wanting pain to end, but he’s right—it’s irreparable. Whether there’s a God and pearly gates, or nothing at all after we blink out of existence, why take a shortcut to the end of what might be the only life we get? Don’t we owe it to ourselves to feel as much, cram as much experience as humanly possible into the time we have?


I think it is truly selfish, as escapes go. Everyone has someone who loves them. But maybe that’s the only point of view we can have, if we’ve never attempted the “irreparable act.”


I’ve researched suicide for stories before, an unpleasant task because of the amount of pain and raw emotion it’s steeped in. I can’t help but recall the several suicides and disappearances that shook my college campus, and America, to the core. Most people would be surprised to learn that the majority of suicides don’t leave letters for their family members or friends to read when they’ve gone. There’s no letter to explain the pain away, for those still alive to read and feel a little bit better without the huge “why?” hanging over their heads.


I don’t know if an explanation would make things better or worse. I can’t imagine a suicide letter being very accusatory, but what if it was, and you were the cause of the hurt? How bad would that feel? In most cases, I can’t see it being a good thing to leave a note. Nothing you say is going to bring you back, and nothing will make your loved ones feel better. The guilt simply sets in, leaving them feeling like if they’d said something more, done something more, you’d have stayed, pushed through, kept fighting.


Hearing “I love you” one more time would be good, but it would still be tainted by what came next. It’s hard to believe that someone truly loves you when that person chooses to take their own life—not that that’s a reflection on you, but we humans tend to internalize things, and in this case, it’s impossible not to. But it’s not about us.


Suicide isn’t about your feelings. People who do it are more than likely not thinking about you at all. They’re not thinking about much.


They’re so focused on the pain, on the act of release from the pain, that all else fades away. It’s selfish in the least malicious way. It’s not about causing others pain—it’s about ending their own.


And yet, it’s devastating to those left behind.


Pain is energy. Energy can’t be destroyed—suicide doesn’t kill the pain. It only gives it to those left behind. Newton was right about that, at least.


The actress playing Rosanna is so halting and sincere, almost shy, that it’s easy to believe she’s not an actress at all, but someone who this happened to. Her story is brutally sad.


I pause to look her up online, and it turns out that she wasn’t an actress—that these are real people who tried to kill themselves, although they have been directed by Antonioni, and in that sense have become actors. Some were real actors—or went on to become actors, which means this was their big break, coming off the back of trying to kill themselves.


I’m not sure if that makes it better or worse.


But that’s the great thing about Antonioni—that it doesn’t matter if they were actors before, after, or not at all. The story itself is what matters. How it makes you feel. Art should make you question, make you wonder, make you feel something.


They’re not just talking about their experiences—they’re acting them out to show the audience exactly what happened.


What must that have felt like, reliving some of the worst emotional moments of their lives? I shiver.


Another woman is almost militant in her descriptions of multiple suicide attempts and the ways people stopped her or she failed.


Another seems like she still wishes she were dead, but when asked if she is happy now, she says yes.


But in the back of her mind, is there always that escape hatch with the door swinging half open, invitingly, beckoning to her, soothing her while at the same time depressing her that it’s there at all?


These films make smoking look so goddamn elegant, my fingers itch to pinch a slender white cigarette between them, exhaling warm smoke to make my breath visible to others. Another secret fantasy I’ve yet to explore with Jack. He hates smoking.


Is it impatient, languorous? Shallow, deep?


One woman has sleepy eyes like Lauren Bacall, and she talks of wanting to become an actress, but to do it properly through training.


The arts attract a great number of unstable types—some of them just hide it better than others. Maybe it’s because, for those who feel things so deeply, it’s easier to pretend to be someone else. They keep things clean and sober while on set, and it’s only while they’re at home, between parts, that the sorrow swells again, the doubt, the emptiness, and they try to drown it out with addictions and recklessness.


When you’re being someone else, it’s easier to look in the mirror.


In the crowd of people who initially filed inside to speak of their experiences, there were both men and women. But the only ones telling stories are the women. Why? Was it an intentional choice on Antonioni’s part to only share the stories of a few of the people, and only the women, or was that just the way it worked out? Were women the only ones who replied to his call when he put out what he was looking for?


Was he trying to show the way the weaker sex reacts to love gone wrong? Was he making a statement—not necessarily a good one—that men aren’t as affected by emotion?


He was said to have admired the authenticity and spontaneity of working-class women, and he loved and respected his mother. He wasn’t exploitative.


And who were the men there with the women? Friends, family, lovers? Were they real people, too, or actors? A mixture of both? Did the women bring them along as plus-ones when they were told they could bring someone along, were they trying to impress the men in their lives by taking them to be a part of cinema? Come watch me while I talk about the time I tried to kill myself.


Hell of a place to take a date.


I restart the film from the beginning.




THREE


[image: image]


SOMETIMES THE BEST MOVIE SCENES happen after the lights have come on and the credits have scrolled out of sight. When you’re shuffling out of the theater, disoriented because your mind’s been shredded from the ride the director’s taken you on. Then the screen flickers back to life and there’s more, and you rush back inside, desperate to soak in a more complete picture of the message, but you’re too late.


You miss the key moment that brings realization full circle to unlock the last puzzle piece of the film.


And sometimes, the superheroes just sit around eating shawarma.


Either way, you won’t find out unless you keep your ass in the chair, business as usual, until the bitter end of the reel. And sometimes it takes more than one viewing of a film to pick up subtle changes in the story or character. Does the exposure change two stops when the character is happy? Or is the character spinning out of control, and her best friend is a symbol of her waning sanity?


Journalism is the same in a lot of ways. You’ve got to pay attention to things most people don’t bother looking at. Find the little details that connect dots others miss. Get to the heart of the story and make people care about strangers. It’s long hours fueled by a lot of shitty coffee—especially since I’m still at the beginning of my career.


And yet, there’s something about the brutality of it all, the pure exploitation of the facts that’s appealing. Freedom of the press is a fundamental ideal that’s always drawn me in. It gets you in, gains you access to things no one else sees behind the curtains.


And then it’s up to you to take that information and sell the shit out of it. Make the truth exciting—or bend the truth around a bit so it sounds more salacious and interesting. Facts are dry. You need to get people to give a shit—and these days that’s easier said than done.


Written media is different from film, but the goal is the same: Make people see what you want them to, and evoke an emotional reaction from them. It’s drier, as creation goes, but I’ve learned a lot. When you can’t always rely on a picture to tell the story, you learn to get creative. It’s not what I want to do with the rest of my life—ideally, I’ll be a filmmaker in a few years—but it’s relevant and a job related to what I want to do.


Maybe it’s not a straight jump into film, but it’s storytelling, and that’s what I care about.


Besides, a job title of “Amateur Filmmaker” doesn’t pay the bills. But one day I will get there—I’ve just got to hone my craft, make a few more contacts, and get more experience under my belt.


The late night finds me in the newsroom, discontent, stuffed into my crammed cubicle, staring at my computer monitor, scrolling listlessly through news articles hoping for something to widen my eyes and grip me. Work has actually felt like work for the first time in months. I’ve been searching for a story to write about for weeks, dredging up sources and past stories for possible updates when I should be looking for something new.


I probably won’t know it until I see it, so I skim too many reports, stories blending together into a tapestry of macabre listlessness that settles over my shoulders and weighs me down. And yet, I sift through every grain of detail.


It’s the same reason I’m meticulous with researching my articles. Film study taught me to look at things from different angles, to see the things I’m supposed to, and to focus on the things I’m not.


What subtext is hidden behind the subtitles?


The husband I knew was guilty when his wife disappeared, because of the way he kept trying to make any camera on him fade to black like he wanted to disappear.


The city planner whose corruption I exposed by focusing on the thing he refused to look at—his secretary.


I’m damn good at what I do, but lately there’s just nothing inspiring me. A malaise has taken over like cold air seeping beneath the door, freezing my curiosity with it. I live in a different generation. Writers can’t just build a career based on revolutionary reporting that brings justice or truth to the public. I constantly find myself having to fluctuate between the thoughtful and the trivial; otherwise, there is no respect.


For the past few weeks I’ve been more interested in my colleagues than in the next big story.


Offices are a strange microcosm of sexual energy, populated with people who should never have prolonged contact.


There’s Mike, the obligatory hypermasculine reporter, who wears too much cologne and sees Hemingway’s reflection when he looks in the mirror, but the closest he’ll ever get to a war zone is the sample table at Costco. He’s not-so-secretly writing a book (which no one will ever read because he’s never going to finish it) and is the type to jerk off into the anal-retentive accounts receivable lady’s coffee cup underneath his desk while thinking about his name on a Pulitzer. He’s both a dick and a pussy—the dichotomy fascinates me. He despises fame, ironically, and would be the type to sue an influential filmmaker based on a story idea he had ten years ago but, you guessed it, never actually finished.


There’s Sanders, the Ivy League graduate, one step above a dude-bro, who actually does want to be a serious journalist, but his perspective has been skewed by the flavor of silver on his tongue, and it will be another twenty years before that realization hits and he writes anything of value. In our limited interactions, he asks me probing questions with an earnest expression, but never seems to hear the answers I give. There are rumors that he has a fetish for flower flipping—that’s not a sexual term, but sex is definitely involved when he can keep up. Good ol’ boy Sanders has been heavily medicated on various antidepressants since his grad school days but fails to mention at his twice-weekly therapy sessions that he’s not just ingesting the doctor’s orders, but combining them with mushrooms and Ecstasy at an alarming rate. He throws parties and invites young money-hungry girls, some paid, some there for the free drugs. At a young thirty, he can hardly keep up, so he gets his rocks off by having them urinate on him. Plastic sheets and all. When the flowers are coming down and the girls get bored, he smokes a fat one before heading to the office. It’s no surprise that his office smells like patchouli, cigarettes, and too much perfume.


There’s Lucy, the pretty plastic darling, who got the job because of who her daddy’s best friend is. She doesn’t really want to be a reporter—she wants to be a star and be on television, but thinks she’s above being the weather girl. This is a stepping stone for her career trajectory, which will be derailed when she’s thirty-four and gets knocked up by one of the guys she features in a human interest story, and the network won’t want her back because it’s hard to retain dewy-eyed optimism when you only get two hours of sleep a night between breast-feedings. She works on a lot of fluff pieces. I hear she’s been privy to a few flower-flipping parties, and I have to admit, I wouldn’t mind feeling her big, firm breasts rub against my soft skin. I have this fantasy where she steps into the office late, as usual. I order her to strip her silk blouse off, leaving her plump breasts protruding from her expensive lingerie. I command her to give me twenty, which she can hardly do in her red-heeled Louboutins. She begs me to let her take them off, but I tell her she will need them. When she’s shaking and sweating, I make her undress me and grind her tits all over my body, flicking each nipple with my tongue, slowly, before consuming both of her glorious breasts in my mouth. I order her to grind her cunt on mine, and when I’m done, I call the rest of the office in to fill her up. I spit on her, and then I get back to work while she finishes. There’s something sexy about sexually degrading a cliché. I don’t think she ever fucks, and by the cemented look on her face, I can tell she needs it.
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