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It was an afternoon that dragged on, heavy and seemingly mundane—the kind of temporal limbo you forget ever existed the moment the light fades. If only that word, *ordinary*, could have kept its original meaning that day. But reality had cracked without warning, even though nothing, absolutely nothing in the tepid air of the bedroom, suggested the freefall that was about to follow.

The alarm clock finally shrieked. Again. Its shrill, mechanical ringing pierced my eardrums with a regularity I had grown to loathe lately. That sound no longer signaled the start of an active life, but the beginning of a vast, hollow void. Today, exactly like yesterday, I knew my schedule would be soul-crushingly predictable. That’s the hallmark of unemployment—"technical leave" in my case, a bureaucratic euphemism for being fucking useless.

And yet, I’m not some laborer you replace with a snap of your fingers. That the factory which employed me chose to put its young workforce out to pasture—the machine fodder that makes up the bulk of its staff—is understandable. However, that they dared to reserve the same fate for the establishment’s Deputy Chief Accountant was an insult I still found hard to swallow. And so, within four silent walls, I discovered the jagged teeth of globalization. The equation is brutally simple: no competitiveness equals no production; no production equals no workers on the line; no workers equals no more payroll to process, and consequently, accountants who are totally useless, ready for the scrap heap.

The first month slipped by without much friction, almost restful, like a forced vacation. The second began to choke me with a sticky weariness—a fatigue that didn't come from effort, but from a total lack of purpose. The third swept away my last illusions at the same time the company was officially liquidated. The fourth, fifth, and sixth months blurred into a thick fog, my nose buried in booze so I wouldn't have to count the hours anymore. I have no clear memories left, only the sensation of my esophagus burning and a permanent state of vertigo.

My wife, meanwhile, seemed to have withdrawn from my life while remaining physically present. We got up without looking at each other; we ate lunch in a silence broken only by the clink of silverware against porcelain. Sometimes, she would break the truce with a sugary voice that made me want to commit murder.

"So, what do you have planned for today? Something constructive? Do you have a battle plan, or are you just going to stare at the ceiling and wait for the time to pass?"

We usually left it at that, but when evening came, the mask fell. She would stop in front of the sink, methodically counting the dead soldiers I had tried to hide, then turn to me, her eyes heavy with contempt.

"Look at yourself. It’s pathetic. Two more bottles of red and half a bottle of gin. Have you no dignity left? Do you plan on ending up in the gutter while we wait for the bailiffs to throw us out of here?"

Me, I knew exactly what still managed to make me feel alive, what replaced the void left by balance sheets and payroll: I jerked off. At first, it was an almost healthy habit, a natural gesture to stave off boredom and kill the dead hours with a bit of solitary pleasure. It was a nice way to pass the time, nothing more. But the pleasure quickly dulled, replaced by a mechanical, grey necessity. Soon, my imagination ran dry, and then the desire itself began to fail me, my brain saturated with my own stale, living-room fantasies.

So, I turned on the PC, the bleak light of the screen becoming my only lighthouse in the gloom of the living room. I discovered internet porn—that bottomless pit, that reservoir of limitess obscenity. Alcohol became my indispensable ally in shedding all inhibitions, breaking the last locks of decency. Under the influence of whiskey or gin vapors, I tried the webcams, exposing myself to paid strangers who faked ecstasy behind their lenses. I devoured erotic stories of every kind, filthy texts that explored the darkest corners of the human psyche. I watched hours of video—stuff that grew increasingly trashy, violent, and raw, things that would have made the man I was a year ago vomit. It was in this digital cesspool that I discovered new fantasies. I saw myself sometimes as a ruthless dominant, crushing the other under my will, and sometimes as a crawling submissive, begging for humiliation. And when my manhood threatened to fail under the weight of fatigue or disgust, I’d take another hit, straight back. I swallowed increasingly potent spirits, bottom-shelf swill that I handled better and better, my liver tanned by habit. I felt the perversion settling into me like a second skin, a new identity.

Sometimes, when the screen wasn't enough and the loneliness of cyber-contacts weighed on my heart like a lead shroud, I’d crawl out of my hole in search of real, palpable flesh—actual sex. I usually picked high-traffic spots, those temples of consumerism like shopping malls, where the anonymous crowd allowed for any kind of visual audacity. I’d wander through the heated aisles, eyes bloodshot, trying to break the ice with the young beauties passing by—fresh, scented, untouchable. I’d go for it, try some pathetic approach, but I only ever hit the brick wall of their contempt. The moment I opened my mouth, they’d recoil, faces twisted in a grimace of disgust, utterly repulsed by my boozy breath and the look of a tired predator in my eyes. That was exactly when I felt myself slipping into the gutter most. In my resentment-fogged mind, frustration was curdling into a dull rage. I’d watch them walk away and dream of forcing them, dragging them into a dark corner to rip away what they denied me with such disdain.

The alarm went off again. Its shrill scream tore through the bedroom's silence once more, with that same metronome-like regularity, but this time, the atmosphere was different. I felt it in the air, in the heaviness of my limbs. Today was going to be different from the others. I bolted upright and got drunk the second I rolled out of bed, swallowing the burning liquid to numb any flicker of a conscience. Then, I collapsed back into bed after setting my alarm for exactly six p.m. My wife was out all day—she had her own business, her own escapes—and I finally had a specific plan to fill the void. I planned to go looking for whores where I was absolutely sure to find them without having to suffer through any judgment: the woods. Under the dark canopy, far from the neon lights of the shopping malls, there would be no more rejection. For a fistful of cash—the money I had left—I knew they wouldn't argue. I knew they would submit.

When I arrived at the edge of those woods—a hub for sexual misery and paid pleasures in the Paris region—the show was already well underway. I couldn't help but notice the endless line of vehicles parked haphazardly along the shoulder, bumper to bumper under the pale glow of distant streetlights. I clearly wasn't the first one wanting to bleed off the tension twisting my insides, nor the only shipwreck of a man coming here to find a mock-up of human warmth. I’d spent hours on specialized forums, devouring reviews from the regulars, and I’d remembered the essentials: you could find absolutely everything the darkest or most sophisticated imagination could conjure. But for the women—the real ones—you had to be patient and wait in line like you were at the supermarket. No matter; the wait only sharpened my appetite. I wanted it too much—a raging hunger that set my blood on fire.

Not knowing how the hell to navigate this nighttime jungle, I decided to leave it to fate by following a sketchy-looking prick. He walked ahead of me, a nervous silhouette with his hoodie pulled low as if to shield himself from some invisible gaze. He moved with purpose, like a man who knew every trail and every hidden corner of this leafy labyrinth. I kept about twenty yards back, trailing him into the darkness of the undergrowth where the air suddenly turned cooler, heavy with the scent of damp earth and rot.

"Come on, move your ass, keep moving," I whispered to myself, my throat bone-dry. "Don't lose him, or you'll be circling this shit-hole for hours."

He was walking fast, far too fast for legs weighed down by booze and months of doing nothing. I struggled physically to keep the distance, my feet constantly snagging on treacherous brush, nearly sending me face-first into the dirt several times. The man’s shadow seemed to glide between the trunks, slipping further away while I was making a hell of a racket. I cursed under my breath, fighting to tear myself away from thorns that clawed at my ankles and dead branches that snapped under my weight with all the subtlety of a bulldozer. My clothes tangled in the low vegetation, holding me back like grasping hands.

By the time I finally broke free and got back on the path, the silence had suddenly thickened. Only a few seconds had passed, but it was enough: the night had literally swallowed the man ahead of me. There was no more silhouette, no more crunch of footsteps, nothing but total blackness and the ominous swaying of the high branches. I moved forward slowly now, cautious, senses on high alert, scanning the dark for any sign of life or the glow of a cigarette. A brief, sharp metallic sound suddenly caught my attention.

The noise was crisp, a rhythmic metallic clicking that cut through the rustle of dead leaves under my boots. It was a relatively high-pitched sound, almost grating, like a poorly oiled mechanical part being pumped in time. I let myself be guided by this clandestine metronome, veering left to sink deeper into the dark. Only a few yards away, a dark mass stood out against the rough bark of a centuries-old oak. As I got closer, I couldn't help but stare at the man standing there, completely uninhibited, his pants down at his ankles. He
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