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PRAISE FOR

THE TREES GREW BECAUSE I BLED THERE: COLLECTED STORIES

“These stories are body horror at its best—but they also enter the realms of dark relationships, intrusions that change our lives forever, obviously not for the best, the fear of illness, of taking care, of love, of obsession, of attachment. They are nightmarish and they are deeply human. I loved them and also my jaw dropped at how daring they are, how far they go. Eric LaRocca is not only good: there’s courage in his literature.”

Mariana Enriquez, author of The Dangers of Smoking in Bed

“The Trees Grew Because I Bled There holds you in thrall until the final transgressive act. Here is a collection of stories at once sophisticated and deeply unsettling, each bolder and more spellbinding—and more revelatory—than the last. Eric LaRocca is one of the horror genre’s most vital voices.”

Andy Davidson, author of The Hollow Kind

“This collection is sublime grounded horror. These stories could be happening in your neighborhood or in the lives of one of your friends, which makes it even more disturbing. Each story is unique in the way it builds aching tension. I read it in one day. Definitely a must read.”

V. Castro, author of The Queen of the Cicadas and The Haunting of Alejandra


“A powerful collection of eight startling stories. Highly recommended.”

Ellen Datlow, editor of the annual series The Best Horror of the Year

“Eric LaRocca shines the light of his unflinching prose into the black depths of human experience and behaviour, and then he challenges us to confront the consequences. His is the kind of horror fiction that braves the truth and demands to be read. Take the risk and enrich your imagination.”

Ramsey Campbell, author of Fellstones

“With The Trees Grew Because I Bled There, Eric LaRocca has woven a tapestry of some of the grimmest and most unsettling stories I have read in a long time, though he does so with a poet’s touch and a surgeon’s steady hand. Terrifying, poignant, and assured, this collection has opened up a wound only to climb inside and fester. Highly recommended.”

Ronald Malfi, author of Come With Me

“Magnificent stories that explore the darkest depths of the human soul. Lyrical, heartbreaking, devastating—this is literary horror at its finest.”

Tim Waggoner, author of Your Turn to Suffer


“Sometimes you meet someone and within a few minutes you know you’re going to be the best of friends. That’s how I felt about this book within a few sentences. For such a slim volume it packs a huge punch, touching on Ray Bradbury and Roald Dahl, but completely its own. I felt a pain in my chest during some of the stories, a visceral anxiety to some of the writing. Eric LaRocca is truly original, truly subversive, and truly talented.”

Priya Sharma, author of Ormeshadow

“Something is rotten at the heart of LaRocca’s literary world. An unease, a disquiet, a world-spanning cancer. Grief and horror unfold in tandem in one of the most original and startling collections I’ve read in a long while. The Trees Grew Because I Bled There is a dark elegy and not one to be taken lightly. Don’t miss it.”

John Hornor Jacobs, author of A Lush and Seething Hell

“Eric LaRocca’s The Trees Grew Because I Bled There is a staggering, in-depth study of the restless ghosts that haunt the human heart. The stories within this book are emotionally violent, psychologically bruising. What impresses me most is how LaRocca uses carnage of the flesh as a means for exposing the howling spirit trapped within each one of us, crucified to the page for our pleasure.”

Philip Fracassi, author of A Child Alone with Strangers
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LEAVE US A REVIEW

We hope you enjoy this book – if you did we would really appreciate it if you can write a short review. Your ratings really make a difference for the authors, helping the books you love reach more people.

You can rate this book, or leave a short review here:

Amazon.com,


Amazon.co.uk,


Goodreads,


Barnes & Noble,


Waterstones,

or your preferred retailer.
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For Priya Sharma



Introduction

I SUSPECT I found Eric LaRocca the same way that some of you, even many of you, did. I found him at the tip of an apple peeler, and at the end of a tapeworm. It was the title, I think, that stuck in my eye at first: Things Have Gotten Worse Since Last We Spoke may be, in my opinion, one of the greatest titles of any book ever. Ever! Ever. It’s not only perfect for the story that it names, but it’s also a near perfect encapsulation of the nature of conflict in storytelling overall, the disruption of the status quo, the escalation of horror, the connection between characters. And the tale itself lives up to that promise. It offers us a tale of descent—irreversible and irresistible, with a dark gravity possessing both the main character, Agnes, and the reader. You are pulled along through the intestinal turns of love, lust, need, and obsession.

And then you start reading more Eric LaRocca.

And more.

And more.

That’s when you realize, that thing that the story does? Where it grabs the character, where it grabs the reader, where it invites you down into the darkness and you fucking go willingly? Yes, that’s the experience you get reading his work. All of it. Every story. Every collection. Eric LaRocca’s work is an obsession. A beautiful infection. A symbiotic parasite, feeding on you just as surely as you’re feeding on the author’s words. Sustaining. Thriving.

It’s worth asking—how?

How the fuck does he do it?

*   *   *

Let us speak a little about voice.

There exists a mode of writing advice that is very business-focused, very much about what is your PLATFORM, what is your BRAND, but I’ve always thought that this sounds perfectly awful. Brand is a sigil of ownership that gets burned into a cow’s hide to keep it from straying. Brand is a fence you’re not supposed to leap. But voice? That’s different. That’s about who you are as a writer—how you sound, how the words align, what ideas and compulsions those words convey, it’s the you that slithers in between the punctuation and paragraphs. It’s the vibe the reader gets—the way you get into them, a song they can’t unhear, a fingerprint pressed into their viscera.

It takes most writers a while to figure it out, I think. It took me a considerably long time to figure out who I was as a writer, what my work was, why it was, why it needed to exist at my hand. I spent years fucking around with my so-called craft, writing books that I thought the market would want, writing books that sounded like the writers I loved, all doppelgängers and simulacra. It brought me no success. It was only when I hit bottom, when I was ready to give up, that I wrote a book from that dark place, from the place that was me, from a place where I simply didn’t care about convention and the market and brand and platform—the water I pulled from the absolute nadir of that well was clean and dark and it was the book that got me published. It took me a long time to find those depths.

I don’t think it took Eric LaRocca any time at all.

To be clear, I don’t know him well. I’m sure as with any author, there was some measure of struggle to understand oneself. But it isn’t evident. You’ll find no such struggle on the page. Eric LaRocca did not have to go down into the dark to find himself. He was already down there, waiting for us.

What that voice is, I long to codify. To dice him up and sort him out to try to understand it. Certainly there are bits of sinew and string you can identify: Eric has an unending empathy for his characters, even the worst among them. The tales are often ones about love, lust, are unabashedly queer, are about what we do with the feelings we cannot control—the desire to burn things and burn people, the need to stay with those they love so that they do not leave us, the urge to permit or even commit gruesome rituals. Eric’s stories are ones of sacrifice and transformation. They are forum posts and confessions. They offer sickness, death, birth, marriage, mutilation. Skin. Teeth. Blood. Always blood. Blood and beautiful agony. And yet, none of that sums it up. It’s just a catalog. A curated list of some of the diced-up bits you’ll find here (and in Eric’s other stories).

A catalog is a catalog, but a thesis is a thesis, and perhaps that’s what I seek. Not just a scattering of the parts, but an assemblage of it—a construction. Some core understanding of who Eric is, a dire hunger to describe that ever elusive thing: his voice. Maybe this is a thing all writers do: read the work of a sublime peer and try to suss out… everything. Not to become them, but to understand them, and by proxy, to understand the breadth and depth of this strange, mad thing we do.

And then, in the course of reading this, Eric gave me the answer himself.

One sentence, found in the titular tale of the collection:

Anything that’s worth doing always hurts.

That’s it, I think.

That is the dark magic at the core of this collection.

At the core of all of Eric as a writer.

And maybe at the core of storytelling in general.

Anything that’s worth doing…

Always hurts.

These stories, they hurt.

They hurt because they must.

Chuck Wendig, October 2022
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“Why don’t you go out there and introduce yourself?” he asks me with a charm I had forgotten he possessed—a grin so cloying that a magician might redden.

My eyes drift out the rain-spattered window, watching the group of children crowd near the entrance to our driveway—a coterie of adolescents wearing dark-colored costumes made of papier-mâché and toting bright Chinese lanterns.

Some of the group members carry large percussive instruments like hand drums, brass cymbals, and tambourines. They float down the center of the empty lane just beyond where the house lights reach as if they were a flock of blackbirds.

“They wouldn’t like me,” I say, chewing on my lip until it turns purple.

My father isn’t convinced.

“They seem pleasant enough,” he says, straining to wave at them before exhaustion has its arms around him and pulls him down on an invisible leash.

They don’t seem to notice my father as they mill about near our mailbox, clanging their instruments like a horse’s hooves beating against cobblestones.

“How do you know?” I ask, just to be smart.

“Well, don’t they?”

One of the older boys in the group steers the front of the small band, hands fluttering wildly as he conducts their makeshift symphony.

“Seems odd for them to rehearse in the rain like this,” I say. Never mind the fact we had moved to Saint Benedict—a small town in the northeastern corner of New Hampshire—nearly three weeks ago and hadn’t seen any children in the neighborhood until now.

“Go on,” my father insists, coughing slightly and smearing threads of saliva across his mouth as he hunts in the kitchen cupboard for a flashlight.

He finds one with a cracked handle and passes it to me.

“I wasn’t invited.”

My father’s shoulders drop. His voice softens—brittle thin as if the small tumor in his brain were speaking for him. “You don’t need an invitation.”

“I’ll get soaked.”

He’s already rummaging in the coat closet near the front door, dragging out an umbrella printed with a collection of ladybugs. “Here. Borrow the umbrella.”

I think of another excuse. Anything to get out of this. “My boots have holes in them.”

“Borrow mine,” he says, pointing at the mud-slimed galoshes in the boot basket beside the foyer’s credenza.

I cross my arms like a petulant toddler. “They don’t fit me right.”

“You’ll only be wearing them for a few minutes,” he reminds me, ushering me from the dining room into the foyer. “Just go out there and say ‘hello.’”

“They’ll laugh at the way I say things,” I say, covering my mouth as if it were an attempt to hide my lisp.

“They won’t.”

“You don’t know for sure.”

“Not everybody in this world is out to hurt you,” he says.

If anybody had a right to complain about unfair treatment, it would be him.

“You don’t know that.”

“I’ve never hurt you,” he reminds me with a gentle hand around my shoulder.

“Parents aren’t supposed to hurt their children.”

His head lowers as if in prayer. “Sometimes they do.”

My attention returns to the small group of children gathered on the street, idling there as if waiting for something—a sign, a warning, anything.

“Will you come with me?” I beg him.

My father laughs until he’s hoarse, sliding a hand across his bald head from where the chemotherapy robbed him of his once auburn curls. “You think introducing them to your father will help get you on their good side?”

“They won’t mind.”

He draws in sharply, considering his every word. “Sometimes you have to do things on your own.”

For the first time in thirteen years, I’m honest with him. “I’m scared,” I say.

“I’ll be right here watching you.”

But I’m too stubborn for my own good. “You can’t come with me?”

“I can’t be with you all the time,” he says, deflating as if he knows full well how much he’s hurting me. “We’ve already talked about this.”

The thought arrives in my mind like an unwelcome guest—an unannounced visitor barreling through the front door and setting fire to the living room rug. “What if they ask me to go with them?”

“Follow them,” he says. “You’re allowed.”

“Wherever they go?”

“Of course.”

I know just how to hurt him—how to curl an invisible hand inside him like radiation’s fingers. “You just want me gone,” I say.

I instantly regret it. He doesn’t deserve to be hurt. Besides, I’ve already done enough harm to him.

“You know that’s not true,” he tells me. Voice thinning to a whisper, he eases himself into one of the only small chairs in the foyer not piled with unopened cardboard boxes. “It’s just—I’m worried. Have been for a while.”

“Yes?”

“I’m worried you won’t be able to take care of yourself when I’m gone.”

Once again, another obscene thought crashes into my mind and violently roots itself where I can’t pluck it away—the thought of my father, his face pallid and ashen, framed inside a wooden pine box and being carried away by well-dressed pallbearers.

“But you’re not leaving anytime soon. Right?”

He caresses my hand. “You have a child to give them to the world. Not keep them from it.”

“Is that what you’re doing?” I ask. “Giving me to the world?”

“You’ll see one day,” he says. “When you have a family of your own.”

I can’t even entertain the thought. “I won’t,” I say. “I won’t ever be without you.”

His eyes lower for a moment. Then, they meander out the window, staring blankly at the small band of children idling beside our mailbox and quietly playing their instruments as a rain shower beats against them.

“You know,” he says, “in some countries they bind children’s feet to keep them as tiny and as delicate as possible.”

“I know,” I say, cringing slightly as I recall the black-and-white photographs I’ve seen in history class.

“Well,” he says, “you can either wear shoes too small for you. Or you can find shoes your own size.”

He stretches out his hand, passing the flashlight to me.

I consider it for a moment.

Do I dare?

Then, as if commanded by a bloodless worm twitching in my brain, I snatch the flashlight from his hands. I shove my feet into my father’s pair of rainboots, my toes curling at the smallness of their size.

I peck my father with a kiss on his forehead. His skin feels warm as if feverish.

Opening the door and sailing down the front steps, I weave across the lawn as I scale the small embankment leading to the roadway where the band of children wait for me. Rain drizzles, blurring my sight until I smear the water from my eyes.

Greeting them with a halfhearted wave and an unsure smile creasing my face, they lower their percussive instruments, and their playing comes to a halt. The leader of the group—a blond-haired boy dressed in a gold lamé suit—approaches me.

Out of the corner of my eye, I suddenly notice a car idling in the driveway, an insignia for “Beacon Hospice Care” plastered along the side of the vehicle.

“When did that get here?” I ask.

I turn my head slightly and watch as an ambulance arrives, a dark crimson shadow leeching across the lawn. A body draped in white linen is carried out from the house, medics sliding the corpse into the rear of the vehicle and latching the doors shut.

A breath escapes me with a single word. “Dad?”

The blond-haired boy in the gold lamé suit inches closer toward me, his followers shadowing him and closing in around me the way a herd of animals surround a wounded member of their pack.

“You look uncomfortable,” he says, pitifully.

His eyes scan me from my head to my feet. Then, he kicks off his boots and swipes them from the ground.

“These should be your size,” he says, passing them to me.

He sees the confusion on my face, my eyes searching him for an explanation.

He smiles at me. “You’re one of us now.”

One of the other children elbows their way through the crowd toward me and offers me a tambourine.

“We should be on our way,” he says to the group as they prepare their instruments once more.

They begin to march down the lane, clanging their cymbals and skirting beyond the streetlights like small insects. I’m glued to where I’m standing, for a moment too afraid to join. It’s not long before a gentle breeze pushes me along as if it were a gentle hand dragging me after them.

The blond-haired boy passes a paper lantern to me, his eyes seeming to tell me that the place to which we’re headed will be dark.
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As the Ivy League stench from Dr. Caldwell’s breath tickles the hairs in my nostrils, I think of pushing the burning end of a lighter against his mouth just to get him to shut up.

I hate myself for welcoming the thought.

I imagine his lips, as thin as elastic bands, crisping until black and then sprouting open like exploded grapes left all day in sunlight. Of course, I expect him to resist slightly—eyes bulging and searching me for an explanation I cannot divulge. After all, it’s an answer I don’t understand entirely myself as the truth of my obsession has moored itself in some secret cavern deep inside me—the urge to burn things.

The relentless pageant of obscenities continues to filter throughout my mind, each thought armored with needle-sharp spindles and carried by a parade of centipede feet. I imagine the next of my many labors as I think of holding a match inside his left nostril—thistles of black hair sizzling hot and tissue blistering red until every hole in his face releases a dim cloud of smoke. When his nose resembles the remains of a half-melted candle—an ivory fang of cartilage fixed in the outlet at the center of his grotesquely misshapen face—I imagine setting my sights on the last tokens I’ll take from him: his eyes.

I pretend I can almost hear the agony rattling in the pit of his fear-clogged throat as I think of pressing the lighter against the center of his pupil. I envision his torment, eyelids furiously opening and closing over a mushroomed bulb of tissue oozing like an egg yolk after it’s been stamped out with a cigarette. I think to look away, but I’m far too enchanted by the finesse of my craftsmanship.

Just as I’m about to conjure another barbed thought, I notice Dr. Caldwell has stopped speaking and he’s instead gawking at me with a look of puzzlement. I’m pulled out of the deep recesses of my mind, and I realize my jaw is hanging open, an annoyingly bemused expression probably making its home across my face from my daydreaming.

“Well—?” he says, prompting me to answer a question I did not hear.

I clear the catch in my throat, shifting uncomfortably inside the prison of his office’s upholstered leather armchair.

“Sorry,” I say, suddenly very concerned he can see each one of my indecent thoughts as if they were beetles scurrying across my forehead.

He repeats himself: “Tell me about the first time you thought of burning something.”

Naturally, I had expected the question. Despite my preparedness, I find myself retreating deep inside my mind as if to locate the words I had rehearsed long ago for such an occasion. They don’t come easily at first, each letter of every word clinging to the corners of my mouth before my breath pushes them from my tongue.

“When I was little, I used to think something wasn’t yours until you bled on it,” I say. I can’t believe I’ve said it. Especially so matter-of-factly. I had expected to come apart, as if uttering the very words would undo the integrity of my entire being.

I’m surprised, and equally thankful, to still remain intact, so I continue. “I used to prick my fingers and dab a small drop of my blood on everything in my room. Everything I wanted to be mine.”

My eyes comb his face for a reaction—an eyebrow raised in bewilderment, a lip pulling downward in disapproval. I’m instead met with the distinguished poise of an oil portrait—so stoic it was as if he were posing for an illustrator, his eyes dull and listless.

I’m not sure how, but I convince myself to keep speaking.

“I was maybe… eight or nine, and a new girl named Charlotte Watkins had moved to our town,” I say, the words slowing as I exhale her name. “I had never felt what I felt for Charlotte before. It surprised me. Scared me, too. I didn’t know what it meant at the time. But I know what it means now. I wanted her in a way that would make her belong to me.”

I find myself hunching over, as if each syllable of every word were a cinder block being piled upon my spine.

“One day after school, I walked up to her with a piece of paper and asked her to sign her name. She used to sing in the school choir and all the teachers told her she’d be a famous singer one day. So, I told her I wanted her signature for when she was famous.”

I take a long pause, excessive enough in length to make Dr. Caldwell visibly uncomfortable, and I watch him squirm like a pinned snake.

“Is that why you wanted her signature?” he asks.

“No,” I say. “I took the piece of paper home. I cut my hand open and dripped blood from the wound onto the paper.”

I steal another moment to search his face for any semblance of a reaction. He has the reverent look of a disciple in an encaustic portrait well practiced—his narrow eyelids, lips without movement, hands cupped and fixed together in his lap.

“What did you do then?” he asks me.

“It’s not what I did. It’s what she did to me,” I say. I’m unrestrained now. I feel color pooling in my cheeks and my voice becoming weighted at the unpleasant recollection. “I went to school the next day, and I overheard her talking with some of the boys in our class. They asked her why she was hanging out with a freak like me. She told them she wasn’t my friend. And never would be.”

Dr. Caldwell tilts his head at me as if he were studying a dying insect issuing its final spasms inside a petri dish.

“I wanted to burn the paper,” I say. “It was the first time I really wanted to burn something.”

“And did you, Hailey?” he asks in a way that makes me think he seems to already know the answer.
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