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  ASAEL’S CONTRACT

  
  







You’ve come running because you figured out there is no way around your bad luck.

Before we start, bear in mind that from here on out, your personal bias and sensibilities are irrelevant.

In fact, by signing this contract, you are not only conceding that luck exists, but despite your best efforts, you cannot get along without it.

If I were you, I would stick to the notion that everything you used to know is wrong.

Because I know—without pause—how luck dictates the world’s order.

So, are you a bit of a klutz of late?

Nothing going right for you?

Seems like life’s events are often tenuous?

Every change in the wind beats you back and forth?

No doubt, as you have this contract in front of you. Some thrive on the notion that their luck is not as bad as someone else’s. Or worse, that they can suck out the life force of the fortunate one and stow away its remnants. It’s an ailment many possess and you, reader, might be among them.

But no, not you. You’re an innocent bystander in life. You will lose your soul, but you don’t have to behave soullessly. Or do so. Either way, you are no longer bound to any choices. Every choice will be made for you. You might have a second thought, but remember, your bad luck knows no bottom. And as far as I could tell, there was never any hope for you.

PARTIES: This agreement was made on ___________________, _______ by and between

Recipient of Interminable Good Luck: __________________________________ and Asael, “The Devil.”

In consideration of these mutual terms, between recipient and benefactor of Luck, are the following terms:

TERMS: The benefit of Luck shall begin immediately upon signature, as will the removal of recipient’s soul.

PAY: Recipient agrees to pay 1 item (soul) in return for the benefactors bestowing of 1 item (Luck)

CONFIDENTIALITY: The recipient agrees that the trading of souls for Luck is nothing but an opportunistic and beneficial enterprise, as all accruals due to said Luck are to the benefit of recipient only. Any lamentations to those who do not benefit from said contract (or others who have) about the results of said benefit may result in removal and termination of Luck without the returning of one’s soul.
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I wonder who my parents might have been if they had never met each other.

Of course, it’s deadly to fantasize about that.

I forgot what I was saying.

Oh, right. My name is Marilyn Deallan.

The day I mean to write about is my seventh birthday.

That day I lost my parents.

I suppose I was strange, because I didn’t mourn the loss. They were an angry and unhappy couple, and despite this, they stayed together. Until they didn’t.

Either way, they never asked my opinion.

I would have voted that they split. Sooner than later.

They didn’t know their heartache was usually mine as well.

My heartache meant little to them.

But they left me eventually anyway, both at the same time, in one way instead of another. Either way, I was left alone. How it happened, I won’t get to right now.

When I was seven, I wasn’t intellectual enough to know my family’s vast history, one that spanned centuries. I’m not bragging. When I found this out, I was ashamed. To think of this amount of travesty, outrage, and bad luck went back that far. What an awful image of our ugly bare feet touching the pure earth for that many years.

People don’t like us very much at all.

I didn’t like us very much at all.

Until a certain Ash Wednesday afternoon in Dublin, Ireland, I found myself rethinking this. No longer seven years old, and well on my way to thirty. I had scoured a library looking for more clues outside the stories I learned about the women in my family, on my mother’s side. The dark lore. The lies, to be more exact.

Who were the women who came before me that I had never met? Why and how did they keep things going in such chaos?

Before that, I was just a kid, hanging out at bars in Philadelphia, lying about my age.

She wasn’t seven then either, in fact, or thirty, but closer to eighteen, and still underage. It was the thing to do. A sign of the times.

Her parents didn’t notice. They were too busy with one of their own squabbles, and she had no siblings to care for.

So, out the door she went.

No one could have guessed who and what she might have run into that one fateful evening.

He is darkness.

No idea what she was in for.

He has a black beard shaved close to his face.

She didn’t even play pool back then, she just liked to watch.

He has black eyes.

She usually noticed men watching, but she never noticed him before.

He has a black overcoat and high black boots.

It’s the same neighborhood bar you’re used to. The kind with the stained burgundy floor, and the lacquered brown wooden bar that is wrapped around everything: mirrors, and bottles, and missteps and mistakes.

My eyes went everywhere. Mostly to my shaky fingers as they crushed a burning cigarette between them. And at the sticky floor. And at all the older men staring me down. And the women with them, doing the same.

I raked my yellowed fingers through a puff of red hair. I smirked. I bit my lip. I averted my eyes.

She saw everything and nothing that evening.

He is darkness.

Until she saw him and almost went blind.

He is darkness.

Once again, in the darkness by herself.

Marilyn finds him entrancing. A sight unseen.

And now nothing can make her look away.
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A door opens.

It’s one of those worn-out glass doors that’s pull one side and push on the other. It’s evening, so the moonlight glides against it as it opens. To the right, a bar and a surly man who awaits your order. Young women behind him in black aprons shuffling about.

To the right, a line of pool tables. Smoke. Bustle. Men jeering.

A woman with a hidden pale face and a long puff of red curly hair stands adjacent.

The woman is smoking. She laughs, staring at a dark, well-dressed figure.

She watches him lose.

The sharp angles of his stance, the controlled ease in which he handled the cue, the way he surveyed the table—like a hunter sizing up prey—it all suggested mastery of the game. And yet, he’d lost. Deliberately, perhaps?

She watches him, curious, unconvinced. The ease in how he leaned against the table between turns, no wasted movements. No signs of hesitation.

Instinctively, she knows it wasn’t by accident.

In the silence, she clicks her tongue.

The dark figure laughs through a single word. “What?”

Marilyn startles, not expecting him to notice her looking. She feels his eyes pulling on hers. Forced to speak, she let sugary laugh-soaked syllables fall from her lips. “You threw that game.”

“Did I?”

His eyes are black and they bore through her. Again Marilyn startles.

It’s familiar darkness.

It is in this same darkness that Marilyn tries to sleep. And had tried to sleep for an age.

But she can’t sleep because of the screaming.

A relationship that should have ended a decade ago, keeps raging on through the night.

Curses and epithets.

Crying.

When Marilyn was small, everyone called her Mari. The religious implications were obvious. But it was a common enough name that she blended in with all the other Marys. Except with one distinction, her name ending in “I.”

But something about that always rubbed her wrong, because her name wasn’t Mari, it was Marilyn. She decided—or it was decided for her, she can’t recall—around the age of fifteen to go by Mimi.

“Was it that obvious?”

“Lil bit.” Her words jump off her tongue as if she had been chewing on them. “I mean, from what I could see. You were cleaning up and then you made a rookie mistake.”

In truth, she knows little about the game, but was following this one, hoping to see how it would all play out. He looks over his shoulder to eye the space the other dark figure escaped. He turns back and watches her face after her eyes follow his.

When Marilyn was small, her parents would fight, brutally.

Her mother, distraught, unable to hide or regulate her feelings, would crawl into bed with her, crying about her rotten luck.

That was the first time Mimi learned to swallow her words, her anger, her true feelings. To silently nod and listen to someone else’s pain and ignore her own. Smothered.

“What’s your name?” he pushes out, leaning on his pool cue.

“Me? Uh, Mi. Mimi.” She sighs. “I mean, Mari-Marilyn Deallan.”

“That’s a lot of names. De-Allan?”

“Yeah, it’s Gaelic.” Marilyn waves away her embarrassment and tries to save face.

“Where have I ever heard that name before?”

“I get that a lot.”

“Do you?”

Around the age of seventeen, Mimi left high school. There were few jobs and not much else to do in this town except hang out at The Lucky Shot. At the time that this occurred, the owners of these establishments often looked the other way.

Mimi was young but thought nothing of being on the edge of seventeen. Someone wrote a song about that stage of life, so it was quite normal.

And in this town at this time, it wasn’t odd for a girl of seventeen to smoke, to drink, to fool around with men who were slightly older than her. These men were all-of twenty-one and therefore worldly.

They told her sweet things. They touched and complemented her red, curly hair. They told her she was mature for her age. Each one was a decent pool player, and hottest when she was drunk.

But still, with every puff of smoke, Mimi’s hands shook. Fearless, but still shaky all over. She didn’t know why.

Mimi exhales, smoke curling around her fingers before she flicks the cigarette toward the ground. It lands with a quiet hiss, embers snuffed into the burgundy carpet. Her gaze flicks upward—only to find him already watching her, eyes sharp, assessing.

She once dropped her cigarette on the burgundy carpeted floor, only to swiftly pick it up. No damage done. Not even a single burn hole. Not that Mimi could tell, since the carpet was littered with them already.

Mimi often played with fire and was quite fiery herself.

A girl. A woman, but still a girl.

“Yeah, but I also look like everybody’s second cousin. They met me once at a family reunion and have a faint but nostalgic memory of me, but now I’m all grown up.” She laughs, realizing she was uncomfortable in those times. “I guess I have one of those names. I mean, one of those faces.”

“One of those pretty faces,” he says, smirking.

On Mimi’s seventeenth birthday, her boyfriend at the time took her cow-tipping miles north, then to the gas station for her present: a carton of Marlboro reds.

It was in that moment that it occurred to Mimi she might want more out of this life. She might wanna visit some place far away and maybe even figure out a way to keep living there.

She imagined the next ten years living in a rented house in the same town as The Lucky Shot and going there every weekend. Ten years later she might still look young, but ten years after that she might be shriveled and gray, like her boyfriend’s mother, a Marlboro red sitting in between her fingertips. White puffs of smoke tangling themselves into her now silvery-red hair. Then ten, twenty, thirty years after that, sitting in a rocking chair on the front porch of that little rented house.

Maybe she would have children.

Maybe not.

And yet all signs pointed to the fact that if she didn’t leave soon, she would be stuck there forever.

Maybe one day she would meet someone who’s actually from someplace else who’s seen things.

Who knows things.

Other things.

Things her parents don’t even know.

And as luck would have it, this would be the evening that that would happen:

The words linger in the air between them, curling like smoke from the cigarettes still burning across the room. Marilyn feels something shift—an almost imperceptible change in the way he looks at her, the way the night thickens around them.

Marilyn winces and turns away from him.

“Why’d you throw the game?” she asks.

“Eh, I felt sorry for the guy. I know he’s fallen on hard times, so I cut him a break.”

The hum of neon buzzes overhead, a faint static pressing against the thick air. Somewhere behind her, someone laughs too loudly, a jarring contrast to the stillness between them.

She snorts a laugh. “Shut up. That’s not why. You had a better reason.”

Marilyn tilts her head, watching him carefully. The words linger, heavy but unspoken, stretching the silence between them. The neon glow flickers overhead, casting restless shadows across his face. A distant laugh echoes from another table, but here—between them—everything feels still. Measured.

She shifts her weight, suddenly aware of how small she feels next to him, how something unspoken hums beneath his easy smirk. She exhales, running her fingers along the edge of the pool table before pressing them flat against the felt.

“Hmm,” she  says, bemused, tracing her fingers along the felt and feigning nonchalance until her fingers brush his sleeve. “And what would that be?”

For a fraction of a second, his gaze sharpens. Then—just like that—it’s gone, replaced by amusement. He rolls the pool cue between his fingers, his smile lingering.
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