
 

ACQUIESCE 

 

 

a short story 

by 

 

NICHOLAS RINTH



This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and 

incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used 

fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales 

is entirely coincidental. 

 

Copyright © 2017 by Nicholas Rinth 

 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, 

or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, 

or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission 

of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in reviews and 

certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. 

 

Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For the tired, the lost, 

and the bored— 

Godspeed.
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Scott wakes to the dying echo of church bells.  

Blasted things, they are. They chime, they ring, and they never 

stop. At the stroke of twelve, they go again, reminding him of the 

torpid passage of time. The voices of the choir follow with their 

tacky lyrics and too high tunes, he hates it. He’s always hated it. 

This morning, however, he lacks the mood to suffer silently and 

throws a bottle across the room. He aims for the window—so that 

it might at least land in front of that noisy church positioned so 

precisely outside his bedroom window—it hits the wall instead, 

painting it a blotchy red. 

For reasons beyond his own admittedly limited knowledge, he 

is on the floor beside his bed, unsure himself how he even managed 

to get home. All he remembers are the blurs of his friend, Todd, the 

sting of whiskey, and the smile of a woman he’d rather not recall. 

Not yet. The memories are still fresh and the hurt is too real, and so 

he fists his fingers in his sheets and drags them down until he’s 

covered head to toe in the lingering scent of fabric softener and a 

scent he doesn’t know. 

Scott shuts his eyes to the world, to his thoughts. He doesn’t 

want to think right now. He doesn’t want to reminisce of the past 

or to hear the laugher that echoes in his head every morning. It’s a 

burden his sleep addled mind can’t handle. So, he clenches his lids. 
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And when the bells finally still and the outside world quiets 

enough, he falls asleep. 

He doesn’t dream. 

When he wakes again, it is night. That much he knows. And if 

it isn’t, then it might as well be. Because he’s fully content with 

letting time pass today. He doesn’t bother checking the clock. He 

doesn’t crack open a window or even change his clothes. His phone 

lies forgotten on the nightstand, beeping with unread notifications.  

Instead, Scott pours himself a cupful of an unknown malt that 

she gave him years ago, saved for a special occasion. He was feeling 

special now. He brings the bottle to his nose, and its aggressive 

scent makes him draw back. The dryness of its flavor, however, 

soothes him in ways only liquor can, burning all the way down 

until he forgets who the bottle even came from. 

There’s something decidedly addicting about the way it slips 

down his throat, warmly settling in the pit of his stomach—it 

grumbles in protest of course. Traitorous thing. And he’s suddenly 

reminded that he hasn’t eaten. When the last time he did is also a 

mystery. He hopes nothing spoiled, but doesn’t quite care enough 

to check. Scott makes a mental promise to do so soon though.  

Before bed. After drinking.  

Soon, he reaffirms, knowing he’s never been one to keep 

promises to himself. 

Once the bottle is drained dry and his head is swimming in the 

aftermath, he can’t quite remember whether or not he kept that 

promise. Probably not. Though he’s past the point of caring for 

longer than a second, and when he splashes ice cold water over his 

face and settles against one of his creaky dining room chairs, only 

then does he realize that he couldn’t eat even if he wanted. There’s 

a little note tacked on his refrigerator door, held up by a magnet as 

old as him. He can’t help but stare at the familiar round scrawl. It 

certainly isn’t his. It’s too neat, too careful. 

Grocery List, he reads, ticking off each mundane thing in his 

head. Bread, milk, butter, tomatoes… 

Scott hops to his feet with more force than necessary, 
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successfully toppling the chair, as he rips the note into shreds. He 

can’t remember the last time he’s gotten so worked up, but the 

anger coursing through his veins feels good. Perhaps it’s the 

alcohol at work. But even in his bleary-eyed haze, he can’t quite 

convince himself to believe that.  

Later, as he reclines upon his couch, staring up at a portrait of 

some random landscape upon his wall, he sneers. It was a hideous 

thing. How could he not have noticed how ugly it was? A dash of 

vibrant color in his otherwise gray room. Scott can almost hear her 

telling him how much she likes it. Almost. Because when he looks 

around, he’s by himself. His reflection his only companion. He 

raises his glass to it, toasting himself in his isolation. And he tries 

to smile but finds himself frowning instead.  

He refills his glass in preference. 

Scott takes the painting down later that day and leaves it out 

for the waste collectors. Where it belongs, along with that ticking 

clock that always drives him crazy in the mornings. He watches on 

in disinterest as a black-spotted cat with an awful snarl moseys 

along beside it, tilting its head to stare in silent contemplation, 

before clawing the picture in three angry halves. His mouth 

twitches then, maybe it even turns up, he can’t say for certain. It’s 

been so long since he smiled. But watching the remnants of the 

painting hang lifelessly from its frame satisfies him—somehow. 

An unprecedented amount of time passes after that little 

noteworthy event. Scott doesn’t know how long, but his friend, 

Todd, drops by. Always checking in on him. He asks questions 

sometimes. Other times he talks about work, his family, recent 

events—how are you doing? Where have you been? Sam just got 

married!—but recently, Todd is only quiet. He falls into his creaky 

chair and sits with him. No other sound but the steady exhales that 

escape them both. 

Scott thinks he prefers the quiet. Though he doesn’t tell Todd 

that. He likes it. He likes not being alone, too. So, he doesn’t make 

Todd leave—the pain of loneliness is still too sharp. In fact, he 

doesn’t say anything at all. Only keeps his chin in his hand and his 
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eyes upon the now empty space over his shelf. They both ignore the 

stain on his wall. And Scott thinks Todd makes some off-handed 

comment about his growing stubble, but doesn’t know if he only 

imagined it. Because when he looks at his friend, the man’s lips 

don’t move and he only raises one solitary eyebrow in silent 

question. 

Scott looks away then. 

Todd is… afraid, Scott knows. He’s afraid for him. Because he 

doesn’t know how to help. He doesn’t know what to do.  

You don’t have to do anything, Scott wants to say, but doesn’t 

bother. He knows there’s an argument waiting somewhere there, 

but he doesn’t feel like talking more than necessary. Nor does he 

want to get chastised. Old friends knew how to cut deep. Scott 

doesn’t want to feel anything right now. 

And so, they sit together in silence. 

It is deafening. 

Todd leaves soon after. Leaves a basket, too. It’s filled with 

bread and jam and instant coffee packets. There’s even two bottles 

of water inside. It seems his friend took on the mantle of one-man 

care package delivery service—it suited him… unfortunately. Scott 

appreciates it all the same. 

Todd certainly deserves more than his lifeless silence. 

And though his stomach doesn’t grumble and he certainly 

doesn’t feel like it, he eats. Because he knows that he must. Because 

he can feel her disapproving fingers pinching his shoulders, 

cupping his face, telling him that he needs food. That he hasn’t had 

anything for the past two days and that he needs to at least go 

through the motions of taking care of himself in her absence. 

So, he takes one bite and drains a bottle dry, then leaves the 

rest for later. Because he hates how easily he can go on without her. 

Food, money, and time.  

I’ll survive easily enough, he thinks. He hopes. 

Scott sleeps when he’s tired and answers the phone when he 

feels like it. Emails pop up and payment notices turn into piles on 

the table. He takes an extended break from work because their 
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pitying glances make him sick. And all the invitations to weddings 

and parties—those wretched things—those he lets accumulate. 

Some he even burns. Angered by that little plus one box at the very 

end, written in elegant script, as if that would make him appreciate 

it more. It doesn’t. 

The days carry on. 

After more time passes and he finally masters himself enough 

to step through the doors of what is now only his apartment, he 

finds a woman there waiting for him, her hand poised to knock. She 

steps back, startled, before standing up straight and looking him 

right in the eye. Her eyes are dark and deep and dimmed by age, 

but he knows those eyes. 

“I’m her mother,” she says as greeting. There is something 

prickle-y in her words, or rather, the way she says them. Scott 

hardly hears but registers just enough for his mind to remind him 

that they had a strangled relationship. So, why was she here? What 

did she want from him? Why even show up? 

“I… see,” is his intelligent reply. His voice is hoarse and 

unused, and he can’t help but think that he should say more. That 

he should show his gratitude or maybe even apologize for reasons 

beyond reason, but he can’t. The words die in his throat, so he 

stands there. They both do.  

A moment passes. As long as an age and as quick as a second. 

Scott can feel the discomfort shaking his body. He just wants to 

leave the house. 

But then she starts yelling. 

Scott doesn’t listen. Well, he tries. She blames him, but it wasn’t 

his fault. It was an accident. She just wants to pin it on someone. 

Play the victim during grief. Was he a victim, too, then? He 

certainly feels like one. 

Instead, he thinks she looks menacing or… she usually might. 

The frowning wrinkles around her lips and eyes spoke only of past 

grievances, but they were pulled down in a way that made her 

seem sad. Perhaps even more than him.  

Well, he thinks numbly, she was her mother. 
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“Are you even listening?” she yells, snapping Scott back to 

attention. 

“No,” he says, honest. 

Her eyes widen in disbelief. She opens her mouth to scream 

again, and Scott watches a single tear fall down the length of her 

cheek, before he closes the door in her face. Leaving the house was 

obviously a mistake. Her mother shouts and bangs on the door, 

rattling the knob for a long while, until the landlord—bless that fat 

man and his love of cheap television—forces her to leave. He shouts 

him a warning through the door that Scott merely grunts to. 

He feels terrible after, of course. 

The emotion ruins him later that night. Along with the rest he 

keeps bottled up inside his chest. But there’s no more alcohol for 

him to drown his sorrows and no more food for him to escape the 

taste of bitter grief that settles like bile on his tongue. His hopes are 

broken. He doesn’t want to die, but he doesn’t particularly want to 

live either. He’s exhausted and lonely and oh-so tender. And the 

bleeding knot in his stomach keeps on coiling tighter and harsher, 

until he cries out. 

Scott cries himself to sleep that night. 

He tosses and turns and tosses again. But when he wakes, his 

dreams escape him. He’s thankful for that. One thought lingers 

though, he can’t live like this. 

It isn’t a life. 

He’s tired of flinching from the thought of the future. 

So, Scott tries again. He ambles up to his door, peeking through 

the hole just in case. Only silence and dust greets him. Scott winces 

when the old wood creaks louder than usual. He quickly sneaks 

away, quieting his steps and breaking into a run when his feet touch 

pavement, feeling very much like a teenager again. 

And then he just… walks. 

There’s nothing to do in the city when he’s not in the mood to 

do much of anything. He keeps his eyes on the ground, observing 

the black pieces of gum on the sidewalk and only flicking them up 

when he hears a country tune from a dingy, little record shop across 
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the street. The kid working there sighs with tragedy, as he tries to 

get the old ghetto blaster to play something else. Scott understands. 

He hates country music. Today, at least. It’s nothing but cry-your-

heart-out love songs that he’s not drunk enough to mope through. 

So, he quickens his pace, practically sprinting down the street 

to get away from George Jones’ soulful voice. He needs epic guitar 

riffs and screaming. Something to drown out the voices in his head. 

And as he continues on his way, he’s unsurprised to find 

himself in the churchyard with the annoying bells. A circle of 

graves stand like sentinels around him, spread out in an 

arrangement meant to be pleasing to the eye. He sees nothing 

pleasant about this place. Scott’s eyes linger upon a bouquet of 

dying roses with a stick of incense burning beside it. Were the ones 

that placed that there already over the dead man sleeping? How 

long did it take? How did they feel when they saw that name 

engraved upon that stone?  

He wants to know. 

Because he feels like he’s going to lose his mind. 

Scott doesn’t stop, however. And when he reaches his 

destination, he can’t help falling to his knees before that name, 

etched as cleanly as the rest. Neither can he stop the tremors that 

shake him. Or the heavy beat of his heart. The healing wound opens 

by itself, and suddenly, he’s raw again.  

This isn’t fair. There were so many terrible people on this 

godforsaken planet, so why her? 

“Sophie,” he sobs, his fingers close convulsively around rock. 

Promises spill from his lips, as dead as all his hopes. There weren’t 

many to begin with. “Was I able to love you properly? Did I make 

you happy?” 

More words, most of them unintelligible.  

He wants her to answer, but of course she doesn’t. The dead 

didn’t listen to the living. Still, he talks. He talks until his voice is 

gone and he can’t speak anymore because the tears have broken 

him. His hiccups are clear though. And through the haze over his 

mind, he thinks that he must look terrible right now. She’d 
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probably scold him for not taking better care of himself. He wishes 

she would. 

So, he could wake from the nightmare reality has become. 

Behind him, two laughing women come outside, stopping 

immediately when they hear his cries. He feels a sick sort of 

satisfaction from that. How could they be so happy when he was 

here, when dozens were here every day—not? It wasn’t fair. Cheer 

should be forbidden from a place like this. 

But the thought soon leaves him because he sees… her. Scott 

swears he does. Sophie is standing before him with her pale skin 

and her dark hair and her terribly stunning smile. She’s laughing 

happily. Her eyes are laughing, too. 

Scott reaches out in a futile attempt to grab hold of the past. 

Sophie is right there. 

He grasps. She disappears. 

An expected outcome, but it doesn’t stop the rush of 

disappointment that bursts forth from a dam long crumbling. Then 

he lets time slip away. Again. For the final time, he wishes, but 

knows that won’t come true. He wonders how red his eyes must 

be.  

When his tears finally dry, he turns away from her grave. It 

isn’t hard. He looks out across the churchyard and finds a little girl. 

She’s in front of a grave as well, in a position much like his own, 

and she is… smiling. He has no idea how. No idea why. But then 

she turns toward him with puffy eyes and a snotty nose and a ratty 

looking plush clutched in her hand, and she smiles. A horribly 

painful smile filled with missing teeth. Obviously not genuine. But 

it was there, and it still made her look beautiful. As smiles usually 

did. 

Scott returns it. He tries to. He even waves a little, just to see 

the girl’s grin widen. A woman—her mother, he assumes—calls out 

to her, and she waves once more before running off. She’s quick for 

a kid with such tiny legs. And Scott watches as she sprints across 

the yard in a way that would put athletes to shame. Perhaps the 

ghosts are shoving her away. This isn’t a place for innocent children 
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with wide grins. It’s still too early for her to have creases lining her 

forehead. 

Not yet, he thinks solemnly. But when? 

Scott looks back down at the grave before him, reading her 

name over and over again. He spells it out, pronounces it ever so 

slowly, and allows her name to roll off his tongue, engraving it to 

his lips. It’s such a sweet thing. He loves it.  

And as it turns out, he doesn’t lose his mind. 

Each time it leaves him, he only feels himself grow lighter. 

Something more than words being expelled from his core. Though 

her name still hurts and something still feels wrong. Broken, he 

thinks. As he stands and wonders how long he’ll feel this way. 

There was a time before her, so surely there will be an after as well. 

Though he’s not entirely sure he wants that after, he still knows 

he’ll reach it whether he wants to or not. 

The thought scares him more than he’d like to admit. Daunting 

and intimidating all at once. But, he concedes, perhaps by then he’ll 

be more open to the idea of moving on. 

The church bells ring, and finally, he allows himself to breathe. 

Truly breathe. Deep enough for him to gather a few more pieces of 

himself. Scott’s fingers brush her name one final time, before he 

steps back out into the light. 

Distantly, he realizes, that it is morning. 


