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	First edition

	 


This story explores explicit sexual situations, themes of war, identity, and emotional trauma.
It may be disturbing for some readers.

	 


It all started with something stupid on my face – a huge, juicy pimple. A boil showed up on the day of the date. We were supposed to meet at a café, but because of that pimple I moved the meeting to a courtyard.

	My potential partner brought coffee. We spent the evening in the dark. Talking. Touching each other. Feeling our way through attraction.

	The evening ended with mutual masturbation. But the most interesting part wasn’t that – it was the anonymity the darkness of the nameless courtyard gave us.

	He didn’t see the boil, not even the features of my face. Only my voice, the softness of skin, the warmth of an erection. Gestures. Smells. Filler words. That was enough.

	We pissed against a wall and laughed. Would I have liked him in the light? I don’t know. In the dark, I had no way to choose.

	It was one of those dates you leave still horny, even after being satisfied. He kissed me on the cheek – yes, right on the boil. Strange it didn’t burst.

	I don’t like being watched from behind, but I like watching others. I watched him walk away. And the darkness of the courtyard turned into a persistent desire.

	Rotten teeth. Dandruff. Dirt under the nails. All of these are reasons to leave. But if the goal isn’t love, just sex, is it worth refusing? Am I ready to miss out on twenty centimeters because of dandruff?

	Anonymity is when the person doesn’t matter – only what they make you feel.

	The more the sensations excited me, the more everything visual repelled me. When I saw an attractive guy on the street, I looked for a detail and imagined how it would feel in the dark.

	Soon the fetish spread into everyday life. I lost interest in brands. I tore labels off jars in the bathroom and kitchen. Sorted my clothes. New Balance. Under Armour. FILA. To hell with it. I no longer cared about packaging – only sensation.

	I arranged another meeting. Same courtyard. But it didn’t go well. It was cold. And the conversation wasn’t about sex.

	He told me his friends were disappearing. His godfather was stopped at the metro, given a draft notice. He didn’t show up, so they came to his house. The son opened the door. They took the son.

	“You’re not one of them… not military?”

	“No. Why?”

	“What are you wearing? No markings. That’s how the military dress.”

	By then I was already wearing unbranded clothes. Practical, but faceless. Pleasant to the touch, ugly to look at. What excited me made him nervous.

	He touches my ass. Corduroy. Soft, like childhood. His hand slides lower and hits my pocket – a thin stack of business cards. He thinks it’s draft papers.

	“Don’t even try…”

	“That’s exactly what you think,” I joke.

	He punches me in the stomach. Even in the moment of impact, I feel his fist trembling with fear. He runs away. I don’t follow. I’m almost curious what it feels like when someone leaves you.

	I used to leave all the time. Over small things. But in the dark, those things didn’t exist. Even flaws could become advantages.

	Darkness gave what plastic surgery never could.

	***

	Hotel. Three layers of curtains: from sheer to heavy, like a Persian carpet. A wide bed in the center of a small room. A narrow corridor leading straight to it.

	Nothing else is needed. Isolation. Silence. Bodies. Anonymity.

	I texted that I was just passing through the city. That I held an important position in the government, and that confidentiality mattered to me. I didn’t text that anonymity turned me on. They wouldn’t have come.

	I said I hid my face to protect my career. They accepted the lie. And the rules.

	Enter at a specific time.

	A secret knock.

	Head down.

	Three steps forward.

	Sit on the bed.

	Stay silent until I find his hand.

	I found it. We began.

	Sometimes I paid. To maintain the story. I paid even when I could barely afford pizza.

	I didn’t shave, so I would feel older to the touch. Grew out my underarm hair. My pubic hair. Bought cologne worn by men over forty.

	In the dark, I wanted to be someone else.

	We barely spoke. Touch was stronger than words. Like the first strike of a belt.

	Sometimes I pretended to be a foreigner. Sometimes a businessman. Sometimes I confessed to crimes I had never committed. I liked increasing the distance – only to destroy it with touch.

	A finger slips into my mouth, and my “position” disappears.

	In reality, I was an ordinary programmer. After a toxic relationship that left only pain behind. He was an orphan. That alone was enough to pull me in.

	He asked me on a date to a cemetery. I agreed. I wanted to read Edgar Poe to him among the graves. He went there to take care of other people’s tombstones. He had none of his own. My confusion made him aggressive. Mood swings. Care, and then anger.

	He made me play the role of a father. But I never had one. I was an actor without a script. And the director beat me with a rag he had just used to wipe someone else’s grave.

	We dug through each other’s traumas. But we weren’t psychologists. It became dangerous. The more we opened up, the clearer it became: two abysses had met and were trying to swallow each other.

	We started going to the cemetery every Monday. It became routine. One day I brought a book of Mayakovsky’s poems. I read him A Cloud in Trousers. He didn’t understand. Got angry. I laughed.

	He pushed me. I fell onto a marble headstone. It cracked. He looked at me like it was my fault. And ran. I ran after him. But I knew, the poem had already taken revenge for me.

	Later he brought home a metal plaque from the cemetery. Hung it on the wall. Said he had fallen in love. The photo showed a boy from another century. Later I understood: he looked like the father he imagined. Only younger than us. Which meant weaker. But what difference does it make if he’s dead.

	After a while, I began to feel connected to that boy. His traumas became mine. Mine never reached him.

	We ran out of each other. We stayed in the apartment: two people who felt naked even when dressed. 

	Openness destroyed attraction.

	First sex disappeared. Then we did.

	After that, I stopped talking on anonymous dates.

	Words were just a tool. Mystery aroused more. I built an image, and once they believed it, I switched to touch.

	After sex, we dressed in silence. The guest left first.

	I don’t like being watched from behind. It’s a chance to be exposed.

	Better to say less.

	Every game is a lie. That’s why it works.

	***

	One evening, the silence broke. During sex, a missile exploded near the hotel. Glass shattered. Alarms howled.

	“Should we stop?”

	Clinging to each other like two ridiculous embryos, we look toward the window. But it’s covered by three layers of curtains. The darkness gives a sense of safety. As if everything is happening outside. As if we invented a womb for ourselves.

	His sweat. My sweat.

	Lube. Sperm.

	Our own amniotic fluid.

	He asked:

	“Why are you speaking Russian?”

	“What do you mean?”

	“It’s the language of the occupier.”

	“It’s also my language.”

	“Are you from the east?”

	“Does it matter?”

	He says something else. I barely listen. I don’t like his words.

	I don’t let his lips touch me anymore. But we keep moving. Two dogs ready to tear each other apart, and still sniffing each other’s asses. 

	“Let’s see what you say when the next one hits.”

	“Do you remember Hiroshima?”

	“That’s different.”

	“It’s always ‘different.’”

	Another explosion.

	We fall silent.

	Move faster.

	Body.

	Erection.

	Heat.

	“Enough.”

	He pushes me away.

	I slide off the bed like a wet leaf from a dirty tombstone.

	***

	We were stuck in the room. Not because of the explosions. Because of people.

	In the courtyard: military, police, ambulances. Volunteers. A van with blankets. And those handing out draft notices.

	They catch men everywhere. In shelters. In hospitals. Better not go anywhere you might be “saved.”

	We turned on the light. In front of me stood an aging boy. As if he had skipped straight from youth into old age. For some reason, we were laughing. And in the wrinkles around his eyes, I suddenly saw the tail of a fighting fish.

	There was something empty in him. Like a tin can with an aluminum tab inside. A hollow man. He calls someone. I look at the back of his head and almost can’t stop myself from touching him. We order food.

	I watch him chew. A piece of broccoli gets stuck at the corner of his lips. He can’t get it out. I see everything I was trying to escape from.

	“I don’t like any of this,” he says.

	Scratches his thigh. With the same hand, hands me a sandwich.

	“But I feel comfortable naked with you.”

	He’s on the phone again.

	I walk to the window. There are even more people outside now. Children are crying. Adults are clearing debris. Machinery pulls in.

	I get a message from work. A meeting in thirty minutes. Font size. Brand color. I know my idea will fail. I’ll suggest it anyway. So it gets rejected. I’m an enthusiastic employee. The company doesn’t need progress. Only the appearance of it.

	Because of the military, I can’t leave the room. I’ll have to admit I’m not a government official. But the game is already over.

	I open my laptop. The hollow man sits next to me.

	“You don’t turn your camera on?”

	“No.”

	“Good.”

	He looks at my colleagues’ faces. Runs his fingers along my leg.

	“Look. Across the whole country… except Crimea.”

	He shows me the air raid map.

	“Who do you think will drop first?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“For money?”

	I stay silent.

	“You need money right now.”

	He smiles.

	“You do realize it’s already happening?”

	I look at the squares with faces. And suddenly understand: this is not a team. This is a table.

	“You have access,” he says.

	“That’s enough.”

	I wanted anonymity. I got a role instead.

	I give him data. Names. Cities. Structure. He turns it into a game.

	“Have you noticed how foreign bosses started showing up more often? You think it’s care?”

	I used to think so. Now I don’t.

	“It’s a show,” he says.

	“Who drops out first.”

	Work meetings turn into bets. Who disappears. Who goes to the front. Who just stops answering.

	“It’s like sports,” he says.

	“Only more interesting.”

	He leaves money on the bed. 

	I don’t count it.

	“You betting too?” I ask.

	He laughs.

	“I don’t bet on people I work with.”

	Pause.

	“If you disappear, I lose access to your colleagues.”

	I look at him.

	“Then help me leave. Help me get out of the country.”

	He doesn’t answer right away.

	Then he gives me a paper.

	Two stamps.

	Text.

	“Confidence is what matters,” he says.

	***

	While the Russian army was shelling the cities where I grew up, the Ukrainian military was hunting me in the streets.

	During air raid alerts, you couldn’t go to shelters, they checked documents there. Not to hospitals either. Not anywhere you might be “saved.”

	If you are a boy, you are fit for service. It was better to just disappear.

	At first, I felt guilty. I was giving away my colleagues’ data. Making them convenient for betting. But then it got easier. When the designer didn’t show up, I wrote:

	“The first one’s out.”

	And felt nothing.

	Then the second.

	Then the third.

	Work started to feel like roulette. No one talked about it out loud. But everyone knew. I knew too. I understood it would happen to me eventually. And still, I kept going on dates.

	That evening I met the guy I had once scared with my unbranded clothes. I recognized him by his voice. His smell. The softness of his body.

	We fucked in a parking lot a few minutes before curfew. When I was about to leave, he grabbed my hand. Called someone.

	“They won’t take me into the army,” he said. “But now I’m the one handing out draft notices.”

	My hand was still sticky with lube, and he was already holding out a sheet of paper with a place for my signature.

	Two policemen approached. 

	I took out the paper with the stamps. Stayed calm. The way I was taught. They looked at it. Nodded. Let me go.

	“Will we see each other again?” he whispered, almost apologetically.

	***

	They paid me for each one who “dropped out.” I told myself I wasn’t deciding anything. But the money was there. Which meant I was part of it.

	I had to compile profiles. Photos. Descriptions. Their goals.

	“Is there anything left that actually interests you?”

	“Betting and sex don’t count?”

	We kiss.

	I think: better to die in someone else’s game than in the political game of the state.

	“How does it work? Where did you get this?” I ask.

	I show him the paper. He laughs.

	“I downloaded it from the internet,” he says slowly.

	“It wasn’t the paper that saved you. It was your confidence.”

	I stay silent.

	His phone rings. He talks for a long time. I hear a woman’s voice. He’s flirting.

	When the call ends, I ask:

	“Do you date women? Or was that your mother?”

	He doesn’t answer right away.

	“My mother died two days after the war started. In St. Petersburg. Ukraine closed its borders. I couldn’t make it to the funeral.”

	Pause.

	“So I found a girl who plays my mother. Pretends she’s waiting for me. That everything is the same.”

	“And that helps?”

	“It does.”

	“You could just pay someone to take care of the grave.”

	He shakes his head.

	“It’s not about someone showing up. It’s about someone leaving a part of themselves there.”

	I think of the cemetery.

	“I know someone like that.”

	He looks at me.

	“In St. Petersburg? Now?

	And in what language would he do it?”

	***

	Another guy sits in front of me in daylight. Nike. Zara. I know too much about him. I suggest we go back into the dark. He blindfolds me.

	“Let everyone get what they’re looking for.”

	Darkness.

	“Is this about control?”

	“It’s about responsibility.”

	A siren.

	Silence.

	“Are those handcuffs?”

	“Let’s play.”

	He chains me to the radiator. I’m on my knees. Facing the window.

	Outside: children are crying, people are clearing debris, someone is being taken away.

	“Did you open the door?”

	Silence.

	“Hey?”

	A slam.

	The door shuts.

	I’m alone.

	And only then I understand: this is no longer a game.

	Behind me, a voice:

	“Show your documents.”
 

	 


Afterword

	 

	When I was finishing university, I promised my English teacher I would never teach English (yeah, I wasn’t the best student). And now I’m translating a piece of fiction into English. That’s a bit ironic. So… if you see mistakes, please write to me:

	ikharkow@gmail.com 

	 

	An unpleasant fact

	Vincent van Gogh painted around 900 works and sold only one in his lifetime. Maybe we notice things too late.

	Thank you for reading this.

	 

	If you want to find more:

	Kharkow’s website – ikharkow.com

	Notes on Refusal – ikharkow.substack.com

	Support – buymeacoffee.com/ikharkow
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