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“Wretch takes Isherwood’s A Single Man and sends it down the raw, thrilling path of body horror, combining a classy read with shudders galore.”

Chuck Palahniuk, bestselling author of Fight Club

“Unnerving, baroque, and deliciously grotesque, Wretch is a journey to the dark heart of grief you won’t soon forget.”

M. L. Rio, bestselling author of If We Were Villains

“In a few short years Eric LaRocca has already established himself at the vanguard of horror and transgressive fiction.”

Paul Tremblay, New York Times bestselling author of Horror Movie

“Inviting, astounding, sinister. Desperation bleeds with love through the pages of Wretch until the two become inseparable, and by the time you notice their tide, you’re already drowning. LaRocca presents grief thrown down twisted passages with no exit, only an ultimate black-hole center of universal collapse. A gripping, mesmerizing descent.”

Hailey Piper, Bram Stoker Award®-winning author of A Game in Yellow

“Reading Wretch is akin to discovering the gospels of a cruel god, where suffering bleeds into the sublime. LaRocca’s New Testament is equally sacrilegious as it is transcendent, and I for one will forever consider myself an acolyte of his brutal body of work.”

Clay McLeod Chapman, author of Wake Up and Open Your Eyes

“A master of both body horror and elegant prose, which makes his tales even more unsettling, and Wretch pushes that even further. The book doesn’t just pull you in, it ensnares you and doesn’t let go until it’s ready. And you’ll love every shuddering moment of it.”

Richard Kadrey, author of the Sandman Slim series

“A novel about the exquisite pain of suffering in the face of loss, Wretch is a chiaroscuro masterpiece which captures the nature of what it means to be longingly, abjectly human. A dark song, which is nevertheless filled with flecks of genuine light.”

Brian Evenson, author of Last Days and Father of Lies
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For Clive and all the exquisite suffering





Nothing else wounds so deeply and irreparably. Nothing else robs us of hope so much as being unloved by one we love.

—Clive Barker






REVERSE HAUNTING


Every living thing—no matter how small, no matter how hollow and crude—is a kind of mirror. We recognize all the painful, abhorrent parts of ourselves by seeing them reflected in others.



There’s a remarkable carnage—a swift kind of cruelty, a haughty sort of viciousness—thrumming beneath the blighted, rotting sinew of the world. I feel it in the air, in the stone steps, in the frame of the small redbrick house with the roof tiled in dark gray shingles that I stand in front of. Why have I come here? I wonder to myself, as the door pulls back and a man appears there in a suit so sharp it could cut. He eyes me up and down, quietly eviscerating my willpower. I want only to be a loyal subject, to become a kind of servant the way all women must submit themselves before men, to be possessed.

There are a number of ways a human—a frail thing, a miserable waif—can be possessed. It doesn’t just mean by spirits. A human can be owned, just like any other object of desire. I’ve often struggled to come to terms with such a barbed and perilous thought. There’s usually such empowering talk of autonomy and volition when it comes to humanity, and how we must break free from the poor circumstances that bind us. But is any of it actually true? I often think of ourselves as trapped inside small enclosures that others have built for us, for the showmanship of our suffering—to make certain we realize that we are not free, and we will never be liberated. Because it’s a dangerous thing to be free—to be wild and unfettered, like a show horse that will not be restrained. Sometimes it’s wonderful to simply belong to another person, to dwell in the safety, the warmth of their presence. Other times, it’s a cruel and savage mockery—some sort of mean-spirited cosmic joke told at our expense.

From the way this man glares at me with such cruel intention, I can tell for certain he’s expecting to annihilate me with a mere flick of his wrist. If he could simply command the tide of blood swelling inside me to finally burst, I know that he would. If he could undo the resistance I’ve threaded into every fiber of my hair, he’d be a far more content man.

“You’re earlier than we agreed,” he says, craning his neck outside and glancing around with a curious look to make sure that I haven’t been followed to the house.

I glance at my phone screen for the time. “Only ten minutes.”

He swipes the phone from me, tossing it in a small wooden box, and then fastens a latch to lock it. I can tell he’s annoyed. His correspondence with me had been overwhelmingly curt and impersonal, almost as though I were talking to something that was trying to imitate a human being but could never comprehend the complexities, the nuances of existing as such. I often thought of him on the other end of the computer screen—a luminous waif bathed in a soft silver glow—and twisting himself, carefully disfiguring himself to be as humanlike as possible. Perhaps he’s already expired. Yes, perhaps he’s a frightened or lovelorn spirit, and I’m idling in the presence of someone who once was but is unquestionably no more. Part of me relishes the idea of him prevailing as some sort of spectral presence, an unfathomable thing incapable of understanding humanity any longer.

While I stand there at the threshold, I cannot help but wonder to myself if he has ever heard of something called a reverse haunting. After all, there are certainly poisonous ways in which the living can torment and exhaust the dead. Indeed, there are different ways for us to haunt them. He might be surprised to know that not every living thing is careful and affectionate with those who have passed on. I suppose it’s fair to argue that things that are dead want nothing from the living. A dead plant does not know enough to yearn for a drop of water, a mountain spring that might save it. The rotting corpse of a once-beloved pet does not ache for momentary relief from the leash that strangled them. Such consolations, such pities would be inadequate for them now. They are unmistakably and unequivocally without life. Dead things have no needs, no immediate desires. Not like things that are alive. If you’re living, you make good use of your wants, your needs. It’s simple to be filled with longing, with an insatiable hunger for something you cannot and will never completely possess.

Perhaps ghosts only exist because we want them to. We will them into existence with our hunger, our need to know if there’s life beyond the dark curtain of death, beyond where the dim lights reach. There are times when I’ve wondered if I’ve actually seen a ghost in the dark corners of a room. I imagine I see black, spindle-thin arms sprouting from a round torso as dark as soot. I wish to see a kind, gentle face greeting me from the far edge of my room—the place where I’m afraid to go because it feels so familiar and yet so forbidden at the same time. Perhaps the thing I see there is smiling. But the grin is withered-looking, almost like the horrible thing were trying to replicate a semblance of joy, of humanity, when such a reproduction is not at all possible right now. Because even though ghosts were once living things, it’s so easy to lose touch with your sense of humanity, your true perception of self. The ghosts that I imagine suffering in the room with me don’t seem to know how to be human. They’re awkward and clumsy when they stir, peeling themselves from the wall paint where they frequently laze. They have difficulty speaking to me or even uttering simple words like “cat” or “tree.”

I ache to witness these spirits—to know them, to call them mine and possess them in a way I cannot properly articulate. Even a ghost can be owned. Can you imagine if we could barter with them as if they were a kind of currency? Perhaps these spirits will not make themselves known to me because they know I’d abuse them; I’d manipulate them into doing things that might make them pale. The truth is this: I wish to haunt them—the insistent presence in the dimly lit corner with teeth gnashing, eyeballs widening, hands curling to fists, hair prickling and standing on end. I’m the pain of this world, and they are the fortunate ones without hunger, without craving, without injury. When I imagine how they come to me, then I linger in their company like the distant sound of thunder heard from a room without doors or windows. My very presence is a haunting, and I want them to know this. But why do I insist on reaching out to them? Why can’t I simply allow these poor, unfortunate phantoms to rest in peace, to be eaten by maggots, to be devoured by the cruel, unforgiving ache of time? Instead, do I call to them because of my own wants and longings? I can say with some certainty that no dead thing ever wanted to return to this world. Dead things don’t require such needs. But the living do. I certainly do.

“You’ve brought the item we agreed upon?” he asks me, his tone firming with a suspicion that I’ve arrived unprepared, unrehearsed.

I swallow hard, and my throat itches with a horrible burning sensation.

I unfold the golden clasp securing my handbag, and I pull out the small, framed photograph of my dead husband I was advised to bring. The photograph’s frame is wooden, but somewhat expensive-looking. Not because it appears as though it might be an antique, but rather because it’s neatly polished and heavy to hold. For some inexplicable reason, I’ve always considered an object’s weight to be equal to its worth. The heavier an item, the more costly. For a moment, I wonder if human souls are considered similarly. Perhaps the heftier the soul, the more penance to be taken by the final collector. I imagine my soul to be burdened with the immeasurable weight of longing, of hoping and yearning for something to happen—something wonderful, something truly miraculous. Perhaps that’s what spoils a person’s spirit in the end. Perhaps idling in despair and yearning for what can never be is what causes the soul to ferment, to rot, to become diseased like the skin of a leper.

With some reluctance, I pass the framed photograph to him. I observe him while he studies the photograph with such attention, such dedication and care. I know for certain he’s looking for a flaw, for a sign that I’ve misunderstood the assignment, for a telltale notice that I’ve delivered something unreasonable to him for the ritual. Women are permanently incapable of understanding, he must think. Although it’s probably objectionable to assign him certain thoughts without actually knowing what he’s thinking, it can’t be helped, especially because of the loathsome way in which he regards me. I wonder if he looks at me the way he most likely addresses all women in need who come to him—a horrible disruption, a force that has disturbed him needlessly for the sake of a pittance of comfort. But don’t I deserve comfort? I think to ask him. Isn’t life so cruel and so callous that I’ve earned a modicum of comfort? Unfortunately, I’m left to wonder if he’d agree.

“The first item you mailed us was unsatisfactory,” he says to me. “You’re certain this item holds more emotional value?”

My stomach twists a little. I wonder if he thinks I’m trying to trick him. I must look so suspicious with the way my eyes dart around the room, the panicky way I breathe, the awful way my hands tremble.

“Yes,” I tell him. “I promise.”

“It’s smaller than I thought it might be,” he says, his lower lip curling a little with visible disdain.

I stammer, unsure how to respond at first. Of course, I knew that the item I was asked to bring here was supposed to be valuable. Not only costly, but sentimentally precious as well. I know for certain it’s too late to change things now. I’ve already fucked up once along the way. I certainly won’t recover from another slipup.

“It’s the most meaningful thing I have from my husband,” I say.

For a moment, I gaze at the photograph with such longing, such unreserved affection, for the middle-aged man permanently captured there—his gray suit, his full head of dark hair brushed to one side, the gentle way he rests one of his hands in his lap and the other on his knee while he sits casually in a leather armchair in front of a large bookcase stuffed to the gills with antique-looking hardcovers. My husband, Laird, was many things to many different people. I suppose that’s true of everyone. But when I think of him, I can’t help but think of him enjoying a glass of scotch while listening to one of his records play in his private library. I took that photograph of him ten years ago, and, to this day, it’s one of the clearest, most soul-defining memories I share with him even though he’s no longer here to appreciate it. Of course, he’d curse how maudlin I’ve become now that he’s gone. He’d chastise me for building a memorial in his honor—articles of well-worn clothing, different household items he used regularly like combs, toothbrushes, empty bottles of his favorite shampoo. Naturally, there were many different things I could have delivered to my host for the ritual to work, for our private ceremony to take root; however, I think so fondly of the memory of taking that particular photograph. I recall how I took a few pictures before I fell into his arms, and we made love right there while one of Gershwin’s records played for us.

“I suppose it will do,” he says to me, handing me the photograph again and luring me farther and farther into the house.

I glance around at my surroundings and notice how all the walls are empty. There are no pictures hanging, no glimpses into the lives that might dwell here. There are no items for decoration to be enjoyed or studied. The entire house looks like a blank slate, a place that has no identity and that, more importantly, wishes to claim no identity. After all, to claim an identity is to be godlike in some way. I was once told in the strictest confidence that a god’s name must never be known or written down. To name something is to possess ownership over the very thing. It feels as though this house cannot wish to possess its inhabitants in any way, to claim its guests the way a mother might claim ownership over her own flesh and blood. After all, a mother is a kind of god. Isn’t she?

We turn down a corridor that stretches for a few yards in front of us. The hallway is dark, except for a tiny sliver of white light spilling out from a half-shut doorway at the end of the dim passage. Once again, the walls are bare and undecorated—without soul, absent of spirit. I notice how some of the hairs on the nape of my neck have prickled a little the same way they do when I walk alone at night in a neighborhood I do not know very well. Just then, I notice something stirring on the carpet stretching out in front of us. I squint, eyes straining to comprehend what I’m seeing in the dark. It’s then that I notice that the carpet appears to be moving, muted silver flecks of light circling the rug and flickering there like dots of bioluminescence on still ocean water at night. I look closer and notice that the tiny shapes that are moving are swollen, fat insects. Beetles, to be precise. The creatures are reflective almost, their silver shells glinting softly like pieces of tinfoil reflecting the glare of a flashlight.

“What are these?” I ask, my voice trailing off with such unsureness. I feel foolish even asking since I know I’m supposed to accept whatever I encounter when I come here. That detail was laid out very carefully in one of the many emails we exchanged before my arrival tonight.

“You were told that you were not to question anything,” he reminds me. Gentler than I had expected. I’m somewhat grateful for that. “Pay no mind to those little creatures …”

I nod slightly, and my attention then drifts back to the slightly open doorway at the opposite end of the corridor. It feels cold and dark where I’m standing, and I sense myself being drawn slowly toward the light, the same way an insect might be drawn to the warmth of an open flame.

“This is where I leave you,” he says. “You’re supposed to do the rest of this on your own.”

The very thought of venturing any farther feels almost impossible for me. However, very soon, I sense my feet shifting slightly and beginning to force me down the length of the narrow and dimly lit passageway. I glance down, careful to avoid stepping on any of the small beetles scattered across the carpet. I’d retch if I heard a crunch while taking another step. Thankfully, I don’t. The little insects are safe for now. Until I return, that is. If I return …

I curse myself for thinking something so grim, so unabashedly grotesque. Why should I presume I’m going to perish when I meet with the person I’m supposed to greet? After all, I sought him out. I made every conceivable effort to come here tonight, to bask in his presence. It seems foolish to invent horrific scenarios of what might occur if things go wrong. But things can go wrong, I think. There’s no way to deny the unpleasantness of the fact. Anything can happen. Anything can occur.

I reach the little door at the end of the narrow passageway.

I glance back and notice that the man has disappeared from where I left him. He was eager to abandon me. But surely he must come back for me when the ritual is done. I hope to God he comes back for me. It feels strange to think of God at a time like this, especially since I’ve neglected him so much lately. I think about how my mother once told me nonbelievers are so eager to claim they believe in times of turmoil, when they desperately need the assurance. All people are like that—users, manipulators, eager to scheme and make certain that they come out on top no matter what. Am I the loathsome kind of person that my mother once spoke about? Am I so despondent, so miserable and frightened, that I’m willing to pray to some nameless deity I don’t normally believe in?

I notice how the floor continues to ripple and undulate like the surface of a lake at nighttime under the shifting of thousands of small, silver beetles. I glance back at the doorway, and the sliver of light feels warm against my face. I sense parts of myself that were unmovable and stiff as bedrock now thawing slightly and threatening to undo completely. Not yet, I think to myself. Dear God, not yet.

I find myself pressing my hands against the door, slowly pushing the thing open until I’m exposed to what’s waiting for me on the other side of the entryway. For a moment, I stand there at the threshold. I’m panting as though I had just run a marathon. It feels strange to admit, but the air seems thinner here. I feel like I might faint at any minute.

I peer into the small room, and I’m greeted by a middle-aged man dressed entirely in white. He looks utterly distinctive and yet completely unremarkable at the same time, if it’s even remotely possible to say. His hair is dark, and his eyes are dimmed, glassy, reflective, almost like an ornately decorated bowl made of fine china. He’s very trim, but not sickly-looking. There’s nothing noteworthy about his appearance that I might be able to recall when I finally leave this room. In fact, he resembles almost a bewildering kind of vessel—a container I could place all my sadness inside, a depository, a sort of reliquary to inherit all my most undesirable longings.

He stirs slowly on the edge of the bed where he’s seated. He looks at me with a suppleness I didn’t expect from him.

“You’re Genevieve?” he asks me.

His voice is saccharine. The words seem to unpeel themselves from the bed of his tongue and lilt, practically singsongy —like everything he utters to me is a strange kind of lyric.

He looks almost angelic, perfectly wrought, like the kinds of fancy dishes my grandmother would use on special occasions. It’s peculiar to watch him stir from where he’s sitting on the most ornate and notable piece of furniture in the room, a large king-sized bed, and move like some celestial guard, a fountain of bloodred sheets pouring out from beneath him.

I clear my throat a little and sense myself moving farther into the room like I’ve been lassoed by my waist, pulled closer by his every syllable.

“Yes,” I reply.

In my peripheral vision, I notice how the room is windowless. There are no other exits except the place where I entered. The walls in this room are bare like the rest of the house.

He steps closer toward me. I sense myself heating red with embarrassment. I don’t know exactly why I’m so suddenly unmoored, so lost and unsure in his presence, but he seems to delight in my apprehension.

“Shall we begin … ?”

He smiles a little and then holds out his hand.

“How?” I ask, immediately feeling thoughtless for asking another idiotic question. I should be more trusting, I think to myself.

But it’s too late for that. Whether or not the man trusts me, I cannot be certain. It doesn’t matter. The invocation has already been issued. The dance has already begun. Perhaps once I could have retreated, could have sailed across the carpet littered with silver beetles and sprinted out the front door and into the night, never to return again. But certain things cannot be stopped once they’re started. We’ve passed a point when pleasantries can no longer be exchanged, and instead, he can peruse my thoughts, and where we must speak of violence, of unending brutality, of the ghost that haunts me. Or rather, the ghost that I’ve tormented for years since he first passed. I am a haunting. I know that full well. I am a desecrated, revolting thing that’s able to exhaust and agonize the dead. It’s not that I’m haunted, but rather the simple truth—I wish to haunt others. I yearn to possess that which has no meaning, no proper definition. Perhaps he senses this from me, staring blankly at him and wondering what’s to become of me now that I’ve arrived, now that things have actually started.

“There are many ways for this to commence,” he tells me, approaching me once more until I’m pinned in a corner of the room. “But I’m afraid you won’t like any of them.”

“Why is that?” I ask, shivering and sensing my throat sealing tight like he had commanded it to do so. He’s capable of magic. This I know too well now. Perhaps I realized it too late.

“Because you’re going to have to suffer.”



Missing Woman Reported


Posted by user/laurel_bot in The Grim Laurels on November 18, 2021, at 7:57 p.m.

[3 user comments]

The Massachusetts State Police are requesting the public’s assistance in locating a missing person. Genevieve Doyle, 47, was last seen on Thursday, October 7, 2021, in the Greater Boston Area. For the last few weeks, local authorities have interviewed family members, friends, and acquaintances of Doyle and have recovered little information into the woman’s whereabouts. Doyle is described as a white woman, 5’4”, approximately 130 pounds. She has dark brown hair and light blue eyes. Her abandoned car was located in the Suffolk County area on November 10. The car has been processed, but at this time no information is being released as to the results or findings of the investigations. Anyone with information concerning the whereabouts of Genevieve Doyle should immediately contact the Massachusetts State Police at [redacted]. A reward is being offered by the Boston Crime Stoppers for any information that leads to the discovery of Genevieve Doyle.

[Comment posted by user/shepherdspie23 at 6:34 p.m. today] Very sad. They mentioned this on the local news again tonight.

[Comment posted by user/cherryflav3907 at 7:39 p.m. today] Heartbreaking. I hope they find her.

[Comment posted by user/cheapy4u38 at 8:17 p.m. today] They’ll never find her. She’s with Porcelain now.








Part One


SIMEON


It’s all a mess. The one out there … The one in here … the one that’s coming. Why is everyone so ready to think the worst is over?

—Suspiria (2018)











CHAPTER ONE

Dear God, I think to myself, carefully sliding my index finger along the sharp edge of the razor while I squat on the lid of the toilet seat. This is no way to live. No fucking way to live, indeed …

Day after day, this prickly notion comes to me with hooks and fangs to spear my every waking thought, to wrestle me until my mind is sore and aching. It was innocuous at first. Of course, things are always so deceptively gentle when they first appear to you, especially when they want some thing from you. I suppose all things in this world want something from you, even something as innocent and as guileless as a thought. However, certain thoughts are carnivorous. I’ve learned this after years of noticing my mind become more and more polluted, the more upsetting and baleful thoughts taking root easier and spreading further until I’m infected. Yes, infected. Perhaps all human thought is a strange kind of infection, a sort of unseen disease that rots you from the inside out if you’re not careful enough. I thought I had been careful. I imagined I was clever when entertaining certain ideas, always attempting to push the more malignant, vindictive thoughts to the outermost corners of my mind where light cannot follow. But lately, more and more, these beliefs come to me when my guard is lowered, when the gates to the shallower lowlands of my mind are open and welcoming to any kind of malevolent trespasser or vagrant. Yes, these thoughts are trespassers. I find myself becoming more vexed by the day as I allow these ideas to plant themselves like perennials in the bed of my mind, destined to be cut down and then regrown every year like a new pernicious bloom.

Still, it’s more than obvious to me that this is no way to live—crouching on a rust-eaten toilet in the men’s room at work, my fingers skating up and down the length of a razor blade I brought from home. Just one mere slit, I think to myself, daydreaming about the self-carnage I could invite with such ease. Just one flick of the blade and I could open up a river current that’s livid and aching to be freed from the most vexing dam of all—my flesh. Yes, there are days when I wonder if my flesh will slough off similar to the skin of some tropical fruit, shrugging away like some expensive coat until the secret wellspring of blood I’ve been hiding deep within me unplugs and then rushes out like an uncontrollable geyser. Dear God, I ache for that! I think to myself, admiring the way the narrow blade glistens a little in the bathroom’s overhead fluorescent lighting. I’ve thought about killing myself for quite some time. However, ending things is so decidedly permanent. It’s the punctuation at the end of a sentence you must complete. There are no other words to be revealed, no other truths to be uncovered. The punctuation at the end of a misused life like mine is final, unable to be rectified or salvaged if you happen to change your mind.

I wouldn’t be able to change my mind, after all. I’d be without thought, without pain, without any semblance of reason. Of course, some of these thoughts are attractive to me and possess a certain sense of desirability. But as I gently slide my index finger along the edge of the razor blade with a silent threat to myself, I can’t help but wonder if this is how things are supposed to end for me. Naturally, I never envisioned myself living past the age of thirty-five. I always thought life for a gay man ends when you turn thirty. But as I grow older, I can’t help but wonder if I’d be interfering in the way things are supposed to be. Am I forcing punctuation in a sentence that must remain ongoing? I remain uncertain even now, sensing my blood coursing in all of my body’s main pressure points—a dim throbbing sensation aching me all over. If there were a time to slice myself open, now would be it. I can already envision how it might look when they find me—my bloodless corpse slumped against the side of the toilet like a discarded department store mannequin, a dark shadow of all my wants, needs, hungers stretching across the grime-covered tiled floor. There’s no poetry to be found here. But then again, I suppose there’s not much poetry in the art of killing yourself. There’s nothing poetic about slitting your wrists and slumping over across a toilet half-filled with excrement, all your shamefulness dripping down and pattering along the floor. I’ve entertained the thought countless times, but never here before, at my place of work. In fact, I feel a little unsettled at how easy it was for me to consider ending things so abruptly in a public bathroom. Have I no shame? Have I no common decency? I think about how my superiors might find me sprawled out on the floor, a blood-buttered razor gripped firmly in my hand. I think of how they might chastise me—even after expiration—and how they might curse me before I had an opportunity to finish my latest spreadsheet about our fourth quarter from last year. Nobody actually loves you, I think to myself. You are worthless to them unless you are giving more of yourself than you can offer. I suppose that’s true of most people. Sometimes what you must give is not nearly enough. It certainly wasn’t enough for my beloved Jonathan.

Just as I’m about to press the edge of the blade against the curve of my wrist, I hear a fist pummeling against the bathroom door. A man’s voice calls out to me:

“Simeon? Are you in there?”

I immediately know it is Henry, one of the middle-aged men from the accounting office, whose voice is watery and rotted-sounding, probably because he still smokes those god-awful cheap cigarettes, and a dim vapor of smoke seems to constantly shroud him.

The razor slips from my grasp and clatters on the floor. I hold my breath, wondering if he’s heard my fumble.

“Yeah, I’m here,” I answer, and then silently curse myself for responding.

Why did I feel obligated to answer him? I wonder to myself. Why am I so accommodating of everyone else’s needs but my own?

So I zipped myself up and excused myself from the washroom. Henry greeted me at the threshold with a look of suspicion. But there was no way he would have been able to guess what I had been doing. It’s not like I was browsing on my phone for child pornography like one of our previous associates, who eventually was caught and subsequently fired. Still, there’s a part of me that remains cautious. I’ve already been written up once for what was termed “excessive bathroom time.” I certainly don’t want to bring more attention to myself now.

“Hurry up,” Henry calls out to me from beyond the locked bathroom door. “Mr. Whittaker’s asking to see you in his office.”

That can’t be good, I think to myself. I’ve only ever met with Mr. Whittaker when I’ve fucked up in some way— whether it was due to the incorrect numbers included on my spreadsheet or my iciness when interacting with fellow coworkers. Of course, it’s never a good sign when your superior wishes to have a word with you. I swipe the razor blade from the floor and pocket it at once. Why didn’t I have the balls to go through with it? Surely there must be some way I can muster up the courage, the strength, to permanently end things. Why am I saddled with these meaningless human interactions day after day?

“I’ll be right there,” I call through the door, pressing my index finger against the toilet’s handle and flushing. “Just a moment.”

But I’ll need more than a single moment. After all, I’ve already wasted a lifetime of moments wishing my life were different, wishing I could somehow bring back my beloved Jonathan, promising to the void I’d do anything, would bear any burden to be with him one final time. I hear Henry’s footsteps, the squeak of his patent leather loafers on the linoleum floor while he retreats. When I’m certain he’s gone, I pull out my wallet and peel the small photograph of Jonathan from where I keep it safe, tucked behind one of my maxed-out credit cards. I gaze at the picture—the way Jonathan’s been permanently captured there. It’s a beautiful photograph. Jonathan, shirtless and wearing black sunglasses, is lazing on a checkered beach towel on a sandy dune in the hot Provincetown sun. His arm is lifted in the air to prevent me from taking the picture. A smile is slowly creeping across his face, half-formed, nearly there. Sometimes I glance at the picture and wonder if he wanted me to take the photograph. But I can’t be saddled with that introspection right now. I pocket the picture and ease myself off the toilet seat. I’m at the door in a matter of seconds, tugging on the handle and stepping out into the corridor. Henry’s not waiting for me there. Instead, the hallway is empty.

I make my way toward the main area where most of the cubicles are arranged. I hasten past Henry’s workstation and flash him a smile like a simple thanks for alerting me. There’s no gratitude in my warmness, however. I know I should be expecting the worst from my superior. In fact, he looks at me somewhat perplexed, like I disrupted him in the middle of something, like I misremembered our previous interaction at the restroom. But surely I couldn’t have misremembered something that happened only a few moments ago. Still, I shiver slightly and wonder why he looks at me so queerly, so suspiciously.

Finally, after what feels like eons when it should only have taken me a minute at most to walk from one corner of the floor to the other, I arrive at the threshold of Mr. Whittaker’s office—a small, cramped room that resembles almost a broom closet. It’s not the spacious, ornate office that one might expect for the vice president of a company. I knock against the door frame and peer through the sliver of open doorway. Mr. Whittaker reclines in his chair with the phone pressed against his ear. He glances at me and signals me to enter the room. I obey with little fussing, sliding inside the office and sitting in the chair across from his desk when he gestures for me to sit. Eventually, he hangs up from his phone call, and his attention snaps to me.

“I’ve been meaning to meet with you for quite some time,” he says, flicking his fingers across the computer keyboard and typing something I cannot see on his screen. “It’s such a busy time of year. You know, I’m sure.”

He glances down at my hands and notices the large emerald ring on the index finger on my right hand. He sighs and then draws in a deep breath, seeming to admire it.

“That’s a curious ring,” he says.

I shiver, a little unmoored by his fascination with the ring. Of course, I could tell him the story. I could tell him how Jonathan purchased the ring for me on a work trip to Ireland. Jonathan told me that he had bought it from a curio shop, and the shop owner had told him that the ring had belonged to a man who had been hanged in the village square in the early 1700s. Several people had told the story that the ring held mystical, healing properties. Apparently, it’s good fortune to touch the ring of a hanged man. I could have told him all that, but Mr. Whittaker would probably look at me as if my head had just spun around in circles. Instead, I accept the compliment with the little grace I can muster. Mr. Whittaker simpers and then returns his attention to the computer screen.

“I suppose you’re curious as to why I’ve asked to see you,” he says.

I swallow hard, not sure how to answer at first. “I know the quarter four numbers I presented at the board meeting were not correct, and I’m working hard to fix them with Accounting.”

“That’s a small part of why I wanted to see you,” Mr. Whittaker says, shrugging. “But it’s not the sole reason I sent for you.”

I shift uncomfortably in my seat. Naturally, I had expected the worst, and I was right for doing so.

“The board members have noticed your productivity slowing over the past few weeks,” Mr. Whittaker tells me. “Of course, we realize that you’re under a considerable amount of strain; however, we need to make deadline for certain deliverables, and we keep pushing things back to accommodate your workflow. It’s unacceptable and cannot be tolerated.”

My eyes lower until I’m staring at the floor. I can’t bear to look Mr. Whittaker in the face right now.

“Yes,” I say, exhaling sharply. “I know I haven’t been as productive as I would like to be.”

“Not to mention, the frequent bathroom breaks,” Mr. Whittaker says. “Plus, all the days you’ve been late to work … I’m afraid it’s sending a clear message to our board that you’re not invested; you’re not interested in assisting us as we work to meet these benchmarks we’ve set.”

“That’s not true,” I tell him.

Or is it? Of course I’ve been distracted for the past several months. What else could Mr. Whittaker have expected from someone who had just lost the love of his life? Naturally, I was afforded a few weeks of paid leave to grieve for my beloved Jonathan, but grief has no expiration date. It’s not some switch you can turn on and off as you please. Instead, grief feels like a constant pressure heating inside your gut—a painful reminder when you shift slightly and think it’s perhaps abandoned you for the moment. It never does.

“The board and I have been discussing how to handle this,” Mr. Whittaker tells me. “We’ve decided that we’re going to recommend you take an extended leave of absence. You’ve been warned before that this was a possibility. I’m afraid I have no other choice…. This leave will be without pay, unfortunately. After a few months, the board will hold a meeting and will make a decision about what’s to be done from there.”

I sense my heart beating faster and faster, almost like it was a drum of the inevitable doom closing in on me. It feels like the world is swallowing me whole for the sake of its own pleasure. Never mine. My own wants and needs do not matter. I suppose they’ve never mattered before. Why should they matter now?

“It sounds like I don’t have any say in this,” I say to Mr. Whittaker, and then recoil, surprised by my brashness.

“It’s the most sensible thing to do for now, I think,” he tells me. “I know it might be painful to hear, but we think it’s for the best.”

The best for who? I can’t help but wonder. For me? Or for the soulless company I’ve worked at as an administrative specialist for nearly five years? Everything in this world is a vampire. I know that for certain. Everything in this world wants to use you up until you have nothing left to give, until you’re a murmur, a pathetic stain etched into the pavement of a roadway heading to nowhere.

“You can take the rest of today off,” Mr. Whittaker tells me, easing back into his chair and trying to force a look of relaxation. “Collect your things and clear your desk when you’re ready.”

I swallow again, my throat burning with a question begging to be asked.

“Am I allowed to come back after a few months?” I ask him, dreading the finality of his answer.

“We’ll see what happens,” he tells me with a smile that looks so forced, so strained. “We’ll see where we are in a few months.”

But I already know what will happen at the end of a few months. I won’t receive a call from them. My phone calls will be ignored when I finally make a feeble attempt to reach out because my savings account has dwindled to nothingness.

I feel stupid for devoting so much of my time to this place when it abandoned me so callously.

“You need to find new meaning in your life, dear boy,” Mr. Whittaker says, reclining in his chair and scratching his marked wrist. “Connect with others. Go out and meet people. Be sociable. It will change your life….”

I swallow nervously. Yes, perhaps he’s right. But I’ve never been much for charming others. I’m only skilled at finding companionship and meaning online. He probably doesn’t know this about me. Why should he?

As I turn slightly, my attention is caught by a small gilded-framed photograph arranged on the bureau beside his office desk. The picture is a distorted view of a grove of small hemlocks in some random grove, the image blurred almost like it had been filtered through a warped lens.

“That’s an interesting picture,” I say to him, stupidly thinking I might worm my way back into his good graces with such a senseless and idiotically kind remark. “A place you’ve visited?”

Mr. Whittaker glances at the picture and then back at me, his eyebrows furrowed and his mouth frowning.

“That’s a picture of my wife,” he says so matter-of-factly, and then resumes poring through the pages of notes filed in a small folder on his desk. “I took it last year….”

I shiver slightly when he tells me this because I know for certain that his wife perished three years ago.

*  *  *

I excuse myself from Mr. Whittaker’s office and slowly make my way back toward my cubicle to gather my belongings. Yes, even Jonathan. I can’t help but think of him, his dimmed, vacant expression glaring at me from behind a portrait inside the empty gallery of my mind. He left me when I needed him the most as well. Perhaps I’m something that can only be used. Perhaps I’ll never know the joy of receiving from others.

While I march toward my desk, flitting by cubicle after cubicle, I rub the emerald ring on my index finger and pray for a miracle—a sign that I’ll be okay, that everything will pass in time. I’m met with nothing. There’s no cosmic signal, no matter how infinitesimal or minuscule. I can’t help but think of the poor man who once wore this ring, how the blood must have pooled around the edges when his fingers bloated blackish purple after he was hanged in the town square. I fantasize about his flaccid body swaying from some wooden post, eventually being cut down by the young, local ruffians who have been assigned to dispose of his corpse. The world can’t take anything more from you when you’re dead. He was free. Finally. The poor bastard was completely and utterly free.






CHAPTER TWO

After I collect my belongings—a few exquisitely framed photographs of Jonathan, a stress toy in the shape of a small mushroom—I pass my work computer to IT Support, a middle-aged man named Walter who constantly carries a sour musk with him wherever he goes. He accepts the gift with little gratitude, almost incensed I caused more work for him due to my own stupidity. He doesn’t wish me well on my way. Instead, he forces a half-hearted grunt and then returns his attention to his computer screen, typing a lengthy email to someone.

The whole ordeal feels so anticlimactic. When things come to an end, you expect fanfare. You might expect finality or, at the very least, a semblance of hope that things might soon get better. But instead, everything around me seems to soften with a sort of hazel-colored blur, almost like I was perpetually existing in some well-worn antique photograph. I devoted so much of myself to this company over the five years I worked here. Even Jonathan knew that when he was alive. He’d argue with me sometimes and say that I cared too deeply about what others thought of me, especially work colleagues. But it was all in jest. I know he wasn’t truly upset with me. He’d pretend to be sometimes, of course. He’d cross his arms and feign disgust, excusing himself to the other room. But eventually I’d follow, and I’d urge him to make up with a kiss on the cheek.

I feel a hollow ache in the pit of my stomach. It feels so surreal to leave the office for what I know will be the final time. I don’t trust Mr. Whittaker’s promise to check in. I don’t trust anyone anymore, to be totally truthful. It feels as though a screen has lowered across my eyelids, and I’m unable to see people for what they really are. They can present themselves as anything to me, and I’m supposed to believe them. Sometimes I feel like a sleepwalker—a pitiable, pathetic thing that doesn’t realize he’s dreaming while he’s being ferried from person to person, place to place. I’m supposed to accept everything as it is. But what if I don’t want to? What if I want more?
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