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Words are powerful. They can captivate, seduce – or drag you into the abyss. Antoine Santiago knows this better than anyone. Once again, he has taken up the pen, dipped thoughts into shadows, and created a story that unfolds unstoppably.
His storytelling is a promise: It leads the reader to places that are both fascinating and unsettling. What begins as a quiet whisper grows into an echo that resonates in the depths of the mind. And before you even realize it, you are right in the middle of it – caught in a web of words that Santiago has masterfully spun.
So take a deep breath, sharpen your senses, and hold on tight. The journey begins.
 
 
 
 
 
Trigger Warning: Implications of Death, Violence, and Sexual Harassment
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
blind date  
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During an unbelievably hot summer, twenty-year-old Steven spends his semester break on his parents' farm in rural Indiana. Driven by boredom, he spends night after night clicking through the Internet, where he registers on a dating platform on a whim. There he meets the user Leila, alias love_centipede - and is immediately fascinated by her thoughtful nature, her sexual directness, and the darkness that surrounds her. Night-long conversations increasingly turn into conversions of secrets and fantasies, and both of them fall head over heels into a maelstrom of desire. At the same time, strange events take their course in the cemeteries in Steven's area.(Small trigger warning: The story deals with child abuse, abuse in the family and, to a lesser extent, self-harming behavior) I met her on one of those internet platforms that exist for singles. I had registered there less out of interest than out of curiosity, which in turn was the result of the boredom that had been plaguing me all semester break. 
It was a remarkably hot summer, the kind that made people hide indoors during the day with the blinds drawn and the fans running all the time, groaning as they put ice packs on their faces, that filled the air with a sultry, leaden inertia and kept the temperature above 25 degrees even at night. Swarms of mosquitoes buzzed around the windows like an ancient Egyptian plague, and choirs of crickets chirped in the bushes below my window, competing with each other as loudly as in a deserted swamp where the mud drowned out all other sounds.
I put it down to these temperatures that I had not been able to get myself to do any particularly physical activity recently, nor to make the most of my free evenings and go out among people. During the holidays I stayed at my parents' house, not least to help my father with his work on the farm, and it was a half-hour drive to the next big city, Indianapolis, anyway, which didn't exactly boost my motivation. So over a period of sleepless, sweaty nights 
I found myself clicking through the Internet for longer and longer periods of time, sometimes until five or six in the morning. Brain-teasing YouTube videos, cheap documentaries about the nineteenth century or Hitler or drugs, articles brimming with half-knowledge about torture methods from the Middle Ages or the CIA, porn sites, Netflix... 
In my listlessness, I told myself that this activity was more pleasant than sitting in my student apartment in Indianapolis in the bone-dry air, panting against my roommate.
Registering on the dating platform was a spontaneous, not entirely serious act - at least at the beginning. It was one of those nights around three o'clock, the fan on my desk was desperately fighting the heat in my room and 
I was reading an article about the Eastern European vampire myth when the advert next to the text caught my eye, enticing me to "meet attractive singles in the area".I had actually wanted to keep scrolling undisturbed – it was just one of hundreds of advertising pop-ups – but then I slowly stopped. 
The sudden question occurred to me whether there were actually any familiar faces among the users, perhaps from my school days or even before that. My gaze darted back to the ad, fixed on it, tore itself away again. At first I didn't really want to admit my curiosity, I think – or the fact that part of me was genuinely and secretly flirting with the concept of this platform – but eventually I gave in to my interest. Why not? I was amused by the idea of ​​fooling around on the site a little, if only to breathe new life into my nights of drinking. 
Before I had even consciously thought about it, I had already wiped the sweat from my brow and called up the platform to register.To get straight to the point, it was a flop. After setting up my profile as authentically as possible, even including a photo that one of my classmates had taken of me at Starbucks the other day - without my knowledge, so that I looked particularly natural in it - I scrolled through the profile suggestions that the site offered me in a long list, and after just a few minutes I was grumbling into my chin-resting hand. 
The names were unfamiliar to me, and the faces of the girls who had uploaded pictures of themselves were ones I had never seen before. 
They were from the area, but in this case, the area was being interpreted very generously, since cities like Cincinnati and Columbus were more than sixty miles away from me (I was almost tempted to rewrite my profile text to Country bumpkin looking for It-girl from the city , but then thought better of it). I could count on one hand the ones who actually lived only a half-hour drive away, at most. And none of them were my type.I grumbled again. 
I sat there in silence for a few minutes, brooding not only in the heat but also in my disappointment.Finally, I pulled myself together and contacted one of the girls using the built-in messaging function. 
She called herself cinderella99 and, according to her bio, she was nineteen years old. "Hey," I wrote, my fingers damp with sweat , "how are you?"I felt stupid starting a conversation like that with a complete stranger –
 I couldn't make small talk, and I was even less good at pretending to be able to – but I preferred it to looking for some embarrassing saying on the internet, which would have backfired anyway; and at least this small, pathetic attempt at contact didn't make the whole thing completely pointless. 
Since cinderella99 was online according to the chat function, I waited a few minutes for her reply, clicking through my Spotify lists and patiently looking at her profile picture. Blonde, with green eyes and a small button nose. A pretty girl. But she had used the soft focus on her photo editing program a bit too much; her cheeks looked like polished plastic.When she still hadn't responded after five minutes, I asked, 
"Are you still online?”
And lo and behold, after a few seconds a reply popped up. "Sorry, I'm not interested."You had to give her credit for at least not beating around the bush. "Okay, I just thought we could maybe chat a bit."But obviously I had encountered a robot. 
"Sorry, not interested.”
Now I felt stupid for even starting a conversation. 
"Okay," 
I wrote, "have a nice evening :)
"There was no response. I closed her profile and looked for a new one, possibly one from a girl outside my region.It went on like this for a bit. 
Of course, I had picked a bad time of day to find someone in the mood to chat, but I told myself that girls who were still on dating sites at this time of day must have some need to talk anyway; why else would they be there?But nothing else happened. I didn't identify any possible acquaintances, nor did I get the response I had hoped for; my short biography didn't seem to be aimed at anyone but myself, and the smile in the picture was clearly only for the person who had pulled it. What a success. Looking back, I can't say why I made it a ritual over the next few days to check the site every now and then - with exactly the same casualness with which I checked my emails - or why I didn't let myself be put off by the few half-hearted conversations that came about, or by the unanswered chat requests that there were as well. It was probably the same boredom that had prompted me to register that drove me on.
Over the next few days, the dating site took a back seat. Even though I didn't stay at my parents' house very often anymore, I always knew how to get around the farm; I guess when you grow up smelling hay and chicken poop, it inevitably becomes a part of your personality. 
These things get ingrained in your childhood, just like behaviors and traits you acquired as a result of your upbringing get ingrained in your mind forever. Perhaps it was those same memories of my childhood that kept me from working or staying there.Our farm was not very big; we had no pigs or cows, just a few chickens for our own use—and a rooster named Wilson, who sometimes lost the motivation to crow at dawn—and our barn contained only a harrow, a flywheel, and two dump trailers, along with our medium-sized John Deere tractor. 
We always had contractors from Lexington or Cincinnati come to harvest—they would travel through the entire Midwest like high-tech, grinding caravans at harvest time, leaving not a stalk of barley behind—and since biogas plants have recently been popping up everywhere, our 120 or so acres of land this year were mostly corn. When I looked out the window and beyond the barn, I could see a vast, dark green sea, a windless ocean, silhouetted on the horizon by wind turbines and silage domes. 
I liked corn better than spring barley. In corn you could immerse yourself, immerse yourself completely , you could shield yourself from the world and be alone, think. Even as a child I would always sneak through the rows and play, much to my parents' displeasure, of course.
"The boy would rather play explorer than sit on the porch and watch the combine work, honey," 
my father had once said to my mother. And it was true. 
I had never been much interested in farming - perhaps to his dismay, but if I had, he had never told me so - and perhaps that was one of the reasons why he had not objected to my plans in the end, at least not to me. My mother had primarily advised me to go to college, and I had sometimes heard the two of them debate my career path. Although my own intention had been to go to college from the beginning, she had apparently been afraid that my father would lull me into thinking I would just start an apprenticeship in a company somewhere in the country, or even worse, follow in his footsteps - which would mean that I would earn my living from harvesting grain and potatoes or, as a side job, from time to time, repairing my neighbors' tractor engines (or building them chairs and tables, because my father was a trained carpenter). But that didn't happen.
 I had set myself clear goals in high school, I had worked hard, and although my grade point average wasn't the best at the end and I hadn't shown any other outstanding talent, I had made it to a state college, and I, my mother, and now probably my father too, were more than happy about that.Still, not out of guilt but because I wanted to, I pitched in, at least as long as there was something for me to do, even if it was just menial tasks like sweeping the driveway or mowing the lawn. 
My father had his employees who helped him with the actual farm work (and often stayed for a few beers while sitting on the porch and listening to baseball games on the radio), but I didn't have much to do with these people, especially since most of them were sometimes twice my age and probably saw me as just the snobbish college boy who was perhaps too good to be with them. Whether I was bowing to rural cliches in this regard or they were bowing to urban ones, contact between us remained sparse. Back in elementary school, I used to love sitting on the porch with them in the evenings, a Pepsi in my hand and a big grin on my face, because I felt particularly grown up sitting among those sweaty men who smelled of dirt and motor oil, and I always secretly pretended that my Pepsi was beer too, and that I had helped them with the farm work beforehand and was now talking to them about it. 
Sometimes my mother would bring iced tea and sandwiches or sit down with them, and it was always a nice, cozy get-together. Maybe I looked at such evenings through the lens of nostalgia, but even if I did, it didn't bother me. Even today I like the idea that my father always let me take part in these get-togethers. 
As if I had actually already been a man.That day, as the sun was already making its way towards the horizon, 
I helped him patch the tire on one of the dump trailers that had burst due to the bone-dry heat. It was nerve-racking, sweat-soaked work, and when we finally finished, our T-shirts were stuck to our bodies like suction cups."These damned temperatures. And those damned insects. " My father swatted a mosquito that had settled on his upper arm and wiped his forehead. I said nothing. 
This was another of the polite ways in which he got worked up about the current weather; he had been cranky about it for a few days now - understandably, I knew - and his irritation always turned our time together into a tense balancing act, where it was important not to spit out the wrong words that would only reinforce his irritation.Still, I was worried, of course. 
"Do you think the harvest will suffer because of the heat, Dad?”
He leaned against the wooden wall of the barn and pulled a pack of cigarettes out of his jeans pocket. He had been smoking a lot lately.
»Dad?«
"This isn't our first drought, Steven." 
He put a cigarette between his lips and lit it. "It's one of the tougher ones, no question." Smoke rose between his lips. "But we'll get by.”
»Well, but the yield –«
"It's not as bad as it once was," he interrupted, coughing. Then he continued, "Three or four years ago, I don't know if you noticed, they had to reduce the output of the power plant down in Louisville because the cooling water was heating up the already hot water even more. Later they even shut down one of the reactors. 
That was a summer. That was a heat, and the harvest..." He shook his head and took a drag on his cigarette.I knew he was trying to downplay the situation. "I think Mom is worried, too.""Your mother is always worried." He flicked the cigarette to the ground and stomped it out - forcefully, so as not to be responsible for the fact that the whole yard burned down in this heat. 
"She tends to be overcautious sometimes, that woman. Overcautious and over- worried. "That evening was no different. We lingered over our plates, not talking much, and poked our forks through the warmed-up lasagne from lunchtime, only saying a few words about the latest neighborhood gossip, the shopping... the weather. 
Always the damn weather. My mother dabbed her mouth with a napkin before folding her cutlery and reaching for her glass of water."By the way, I stopped by Craig Kelly's today. After I finished shopping."“Mhm,” my father grumbled."You remember Craig? His carpentry shop down in Greensburg?""Is your mother's cabinet creaking again? Do we need new furniture?”
"I was... just there for a chat, so to speak. Nothing major.""Mhm," he repeated, putting a bite of lasagna in his mouth. I looked from my mother to him and back to my mother. I sensed what was brewing.She watched him intently. "People still like to go to him. He does an outstanding job. 
He's always busy..."»Mom …«"So much so that he's probably looking for support. I mean, not actively looking, but when I probed further -""What is this all about, darling?" With a knife and fork in his hands, my father rested his arms on the table. "Are you asking me to take on a part-time job?""You did the training with him. You know each other, you're in tune with each other -“
"I have enough to do on the farm, Marie.”
"It would be a fixed salary. For just a few hours a week -""Damn it, I don't have time for this." He threw the cutlery on the plate and stared at her across the table. I didn't know if he meant the conversation or the job. "What makes you think we need this?""Look outside," my mother said quietly. "I'm getting blisters on my fingers just from running my hand over the hood of our car in the afternoon. 
This weather is not going to do our crops - is not going to do your crops, Richard - any good in the short term. And that means it's not going to do us any good in the long term ."»We're making ends meet.«"We had this discussion last summer and the summer before that. And it gets worse every year.""Here we go again." He leaned back in his chair. "If you want to have a debate about global warming, ask our son. He's the student."As the aforementioned student son, I refrained from interfering. This debate was even more heated than our lunchtime courtyard. I just stared at my plate and continued eating in silence.
My mother was not put off. "I'm just trying to give you some alternatives. You don't run this farm alone, darling. I'm the one you're dumping the bureaucracy on -"He just grunted, with a hint of condescension in his voice.
»- and the way I see the situation, the current weather is certainly not going to put us in the black. Maybe we should consider selling -«
That last word - the radicalness and finality that resonated in it, the annihilation of an entire period of life - added fuel to the already growing fire that was this conversation, and I knew in that moment that any hope of a peaceful evening had evaporated. My father's eyes sparkled, for a split second his gaze sparkled - then there was a roar and a crash. Two climate fronts colliding.Whether they noticed that I got up and left at some point will remain a mystery to me forever. Their voices accompanied me up the stairs, which I climbed surprisingly composedly and calmly, without any feeling of frustration or despair, even though I had always reacted sensitively as a child when my parents argued. I told myself that it didn't bother me, although I knew at the same moment that it was a lie. But I believed them, wanted to believe them.
Maybe we should also consider selling.Your mother is always worried.After a cold, thoughtful shower, I collapsed exhausted into my desk chair. And there, in the silence and quiet and heat of my room, I let out a long, sobering sigh.There was still screaming downstairs.They could go to hell. I moved closer to the desk and woke up my computer to start my nightly ritual. 
I was tired and therefore not particularly motivated - in the back of my mind I told myself that I would only be sitting in front of the screen until one or two o'clock at the most - and my only motivation was that I tried to think myself away from the here and now and distract myself. Distract myself from reality. When I opened the dating site as usual, I did it like all the nights before: without any particular expectations and with the impulse to click away again straight away.
I was all the more surprised when I found an unread message in my inbox.Well, it was just a simple "Hey :)". But what really piqued my curiosity was the sender's username, love_centipede , and her profile picture, which showed a rather pretty face of perhaps twenty, with a milky complexion, grey-green eyes and long chestnut brown hair. 
I leaned closer to the screen to get a better look at her. She was smiling, but only one corner of her mouth was raised, and the expression in her smile was the kind of reserved that concealed the necessary hint of teasing slyness to make it beguiling. It was both interesting and strange. Her expression alone revealed that she knew her charms and knew how to present them with confidence, and so I was immediately on guard not to be duped by some guy posing as a woman with a fake profile picture."Hello," 
I wrote back.It only took a moment for her (if it was a "she") to answer me: "Landrover94... a pretty funny name, don't you think? :P"Now one corner of my own mouth inevitably lifted. 
»That's why I chose him :D
«She wrote: »
I would like to know your real one ;)«My brow furrowed. Was this really not a joke? Was this girl seriously interested in me?"Steven," I wrote, wanting to stick with the first name for now.»Hi Steven :)«, love_centipede replied ." Now tell me yours too :P," I wrote, my fingertips damp with sweat,
 "Quid pro Quo.”
"My name is Leila," she replied, and I was surprised that the answer came without hesitation. "It's nice to write to someone who doesn't sound so fake or come out with a weird saying :D"I felt unexpectedly flattered. "Really?" I wrote back with a grin. "Have you only had bad experiences so far?"»More like the usual^^ To be honest, I only registered here because I was bored xD«My grin grew. »Ditto :D«She wrote: "Have you ever had strange experiences with the opposite sex?"I took a risk. 
"I guess I'll have to wait for a conversation first :P”
"I'm very strange," Leila replied, and the absence of any emojis lent her statement a level of seriousness that made my fingers pause for a moment on the keyboard.”
I don't believe anything without proof," I replied. Sweat ran down my forehead and I wiped it away with the palm of my hand."Quid pro quo," she wrote. I couldn't help but laugh out loud."Okay," I wrote. "What do you want to know?""I want to know if you are really the person I see in your picture."Okay. No girl I'd messaged in the past few nights had come up with such a statement. She was thinking about it. 
She had the same concerns as me and wanted to be sure before she revealed more about herself. That was fine. In a way, it even calmed me down."And how am I supposed to prove that?" I asked."Take a picture of yourself," she wrote. " Hold a piece of paper with my profile name next to your face."I asked her to give me a moment, dug out a pen and a piece of paper and wrote her username on it. Then I held the piece of paper to my cheek and grinned into my phone camera. Click!, and it was done. I quickly downloaded the picture to my PC and selected it as an attachment in the chat window."Here you go." The picture popped up under the text. Only then did I notice how sweaty I actually looked in it, and I immediately felt uncomfortable.»It seems like it's pretty warm there :D,« she said.
At least now she couldn't see how bright red I was turning. "It's your turn," I wrote instead, excited."Give me a second," Leila replied.Two minutes later, I got a picture too. It made my jaw drop. Whether she was trying to prove her identity or her supposed strangeness, she succeeded in both. 
She had taken a photo
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