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            The Viral Prostitute

         

         You know who I am, but my name escapes you. It’s filed away in the back of your mind with Tot Mom and Those Brothers Who Killed Their Parents. I’m one of those people you read about online under a headline like I WAS RAISED IN A CULT. Or when the essay was reprinted on another site, I ESCAPED THE MASSASAUGA MASSACRE. Four days ago I sold my soul for a chance at my dream job at an important magazine. This isn’t what I had in mind.

         The editor’s name is Ed, which is unfortunate. He should be a Ted, maybe, or Teddy. With a thin, bony frame, he looks like Iggy Pop with a gray David Beckham faux hawk. His Patti Smith T-shirt says he was down with the scene at Max’s Kansas City in ’69, and his loafers suggest his edges have softened with age. In his office, he sits on a stool beside a sculpture of Ikea components cobbled together to create a standing desk. It is a minimalist contraption smartly appointed with sleek and shiny Apple hardware and one of those little potted plant impulse buys you pick up with the subconscious knowledge that taking home this living organism is an exercise in homicidal mania. Because you’re going to kill it—eventually. That’s a foregone conclusion. The entertainment is in seeing how long the withering thing will cling to life. Like a goldfish.

         But Ed hasn’t done much talking. Amid a backdrop of Rolling Stone and Village Voice covers hanging on his office wall, he stares at the iPad in his lap—perhaps reviewing my scant résumé or reading emails or searching for micro-living retirement options in Nepal. Whichever it is, he looks bored—while Cara, the web editor, gives her spiel. She talks about page impressions and verticals, demographics and target markets. She’s said Millennials eight times in six minutes. I’ve stopped listening and now spend most of my cognitive function on creating different versions of the same pleasant facial expression that says, Yes, this is fascinating. Please, tell me more, wise one, so that I might assimilate into your collective. Hail Hydra. Oh, and I nod. When her inflection changes and her shaped eyebrows rise, I nod and tilt my head with a little smile. It’s my “charming” smile. I do want a job here, but this android woman spewing analytics is sucking all the joy from my being.

         I don’t know why I’m in a shit mood, but from the moment I walked into this job interview, I had a sinking feeling I’d made a mistake. That I had committed the fatal error of peeking into the factory to see how the sausage is made, and now I can’t stomach the truth. Terms like cost-per-click and conversion rate being tossed like darts at the balloons of my naïve journalistic dreams. It started in the lobby with Cara, a thirty-year-old Gwyneth Paltrow in tailored Calvin Klein and deadly heels. She made me feel inadequate and underdressed, though I had spent a combined eight hours schlepping through three different malls to put together what I thought was a convincing version of myself as a young, smart, hip journalist. It only cost me a small fortune and three exchanges to come up with the T-shirt, jeans, casual blazer, and flats ensemble. And I fucking hate every thread of it. But whatever.

         She sits on a stool on the other side of Ed’s desk. His perfect opposite. I get the distinct impression that, given Ed’s obvious lack of interest as he remains slouched over his iPad, she was installed as a strategic upgrade by the publisher. A harbinger of the Instagram age of journalism come to pry his print edition from his cold, dead fingers.

         Among the print magazines still functioning in America, Riot Street could be voted most improbable to exist. It has operated as an independent news and culture publication since 1964, all from a cramped brick building on Liberty Street in the shadow of Lower Manhattan’s Financial District. It’s the scrappy kid sister still making noise long after its bedtime. The little monthly that refuses to quit. And it has been a crucial part of my career plan since I graduated journalism school last year. Because Riot Street has a reputation for breaking out top talent that lands at name-droppable places. But first, I must survive Cara’s droning seminar on digital media synergistics or some shit.

         Mostly I’m just bummed out, I think. I had imagined the inner sanctum of the magazine as something a little dangerous and destructive, wild and frenetic. So far, what I’ve seen is more San Francisco disrupt than Chelsea subversive.

         “So, Avery…” Cara folds her hands in her lap and clears her throat, which gets Ed to wake up from his iPad trance. “Tell us about yourself.”

         My mouth goes on autopilot: “Well, I graduated from J-school at Syracuse University last year, where I was a beat writer on student government for the Daily Orange.” Ed still looks bored, his wrinkled face drawn with deep lines around his mouth, but at least he’s making eye contact. “I did my senior internship with the Post-Standard, and since then I’ve mostly been freelancing for an ad agency, writing blog copy, social media posts, that sort of thing.”

         Saying it out loud sounds even more depressing than the reality. I have former classmates who are already getting clips in the New York Times and Vanity Fair. Meanwhile, I sling SEO copy for real estate agents and car dealerships while also working part-time at the mall. In the past year, I have pitched Riot Street ten times looking for a freelance assignment. Always to no response.

         “But I maintain a blog on Medium—I sent over a few links with my résumé—where I write about politics, entertainment…” I’ve run out of words and now see myself sliding down the cliff into desperation as Ed glances out the window and Cara stares at me with her semi-permanent semi-smile.

         “As a matter of fact, while I was at the Daily Orange—”

         “We saw your first-person essay on Vice.com,” Cara says with a perky inflection. “Everyone here is a big fan of that piece.”

         “Oh, yeah, right,” I say, nodding like a dashboard bobble head. I want to smack myself. “I was kind of surprised, actually. I got so many Twitter notifications I had to shut off my phone for a few hours.”

         “It got over a hundred thousand hits in the first three days. We checked.” Cara likes this. Her plastic smile turns ambitious. “Very impressive.”

         I can’t help that her approval gives me a warm fuzzy all over. I mean, I hate that it comes from a woman whose cornflower-blue eyes twinkle with ad revenue, but all writers are essentially self-hating praise whores. I won’t claim to be above it.

         “Have you written anything else on the topic?”

         “No. First-person essays aren’t really my niche.” My stomach sinks as her eyes dim. “But I’ve prepared a list of pitches in other areas,” I offer like a defense.

         “Would you consider diving back into that well?” Cara asks.

         My eyes flick to Ed, who doesn’t seem to have much to add to this conversation, though he leans forward as if interested in my answer. Or his sciatica is acting up. Either way, any hope of employment hinges on my response.

         The essay in question, my first and only byline since college, was a Hail Mary pass into national publication. After twelve solid months of soul-crushing rejection, I decided to take a stab at what they call the Confession Economy—writers earning a few bucks in exchange for doling out the most sensational or controversial anecdotes from their life story to hang on a line for public view. Now, I’m not sure it was worth it.

         “I could be open to the idea,” I say, offering what I hope sounds like reluctant agreement. Something to the tune of If you held a gun to my head while placing my feet in a vat of acid, yes, I would consider it.

         Cara’s eyes light up again and she looks at Ed across the desk, a greedy smile spreading over her nude-gloss lips. His response is something like a facial shrug. Ed doesn’t want to be here.

         “Why Echo?” Cara asks.

         “My given name,” I say. “My mom is…” Cara gets the gist without making me say it out loud. “So when I was born, she made me Echo Avery Avalon. I go by Avery, but I didn’t want this essay linked to my professional persona.”

         Because I plan to have one of those. At some point.

         Cara holds up her hands. “Completely understand. In fact, we’re comfortable if you’d prefer to keep the—I don’t know if we can call it an alias—but you could keep writing as Echo within the first-person vertical. It would be a shame to abandon the traction you’ve gained with that identity.”

         She makes Echo sound like a character I created, but a few years ago she was a real person. Part of her still lives in the corner of my memory. And she isn’t for sale. Not again. Publishing the essay felt like giving a blowjob in a back alley for an eight ball of coke. I have regretted it every minute since then. But I cashed the check. When you have rent to pay and student loan debts, dignity and pride are something only the wealthy can afford.

         Cara waits for a response. Her straight back and crossed legs stone-still. She stares at me, into me, with the sort of intense concentration of a woman attempting to will me into assent. If she could lunge across the room and shake me, she would.

         And Ed. Poor Ed. In this instance, he is a man not in control of his own destiny. His office has been hijacked. As his eyes glaze over, I am convinced this wasn’t his idea. That perhaps he doesn’t want me here at all, or couldn’t care less either way, except even Ed has bosses who make demands and expect him to carry them out.

         My heart breaks as I consider what I’m about to do, but this isn’t the sort of place I want to work in every day. Not if it means selling off a piece of myself bit-by-bit for no other purpose than generating a good cost-per-mention for the ad department. I’ve still got a seven-hour train ride back to Syracuse ahead of me. Best not to draw this out any longer than necessary.

         “Thank you for inviting me today, but—”

         The office door to my left flies open, making me flinch. Noise from the bull pen of reporters roars in on the wake of Ethan Ash.

         “Fuck you, Ed,” Ethan says with a vicious bite. A tall, commanding presence, he takes the room with complete authority. “You’ll print it as is.”

         Ethan is a big deal, with a list of awards longer than my entire résumé. Only four years out of J-school at NYU, he’s written for numerous major outlets and published two books. Strange it’s taken us this long to meet.

         “I’m tired of dicking around on this one,” Ethan says.

         Ed isn’t impressed. He crosses his arms and leans one elbow on the side of his desk. “Not without a quote for rebuttal in the third graf.”

         His bland expression and tilted head seem to tolerate Ethan’s argument only as the path of least resistance. As if this were a daily occurrence Ed had long since stopped getting worked up about. Let Ethan get it all out of his system until he tuckers himself out.

         “So you cut the entire section? Bullshit. That’s the crux of the story.”

         In a heather-gray T-shirt and jeans, Ethan is almost unassuming. But he’s got the kind of wavy brown hair and deep-water eyes that sell wedding rings and cologne on TV. Makes it hard not to notice him in a crowd. And I’m sure it doesn’t hurt book sales, either. Though it’s his shoulders, I think, that define him. The way he carries himself. Ethan Ash is the lone standing larch after the brushfire has scorched the forest black. At the moment, he doesn’t notice me hidden behind the open door and staring at his back as he squares off against Ed.

         “We can’t go to print on that version without a quote.”

         “That’s the point.” Ethan tosses up his hands like the whole world’s gone mad and he’s the last sane one among us. “They know that. They’re holding up the article until after the shareholders’ meeting. Then we’ll get a canned denial and three months of research goes to shit.”

         “Ethan,” Cara says like a sigh, “can this wait? We’re in the middle—”

         He snaps his head toward her. “Piss off, Cara.” Then back to Ed. “I’m not changing it. You butcher my story and I’ll post my version online today.”

         “We’ll talk about it later.” Ed’s eyes slide to me with a sympathetic slope to his mouth. “Avery was about to turn down our job offer. You’re stealing her spotlight.”

         Thanks, Ed. Thanks for that.

         Ethan turns around and slams the door shut, shaking the walls, to reveal me sitting awkward and mortified. I’m the little girl clutching her dolly in the shadows while Mommy and Daddy fight.

         “Avery Avalon,” Ethan says, brow furrowed.

         Clearing my throat and sounding half my age: “Yes.”

         “I wrote you.”

         “Yes.”

         “Why?”

         Uh…is that a trick question? “You read my essay—”

         “Yes, I know.” He shakes his head, dismissing my truncated response. “Why are you turning it down?”

         “Oh, well, to be honest, I’m not entirely comfortable with the idea of only writing first-person essays. I’m a reporter.” Though I don’t think my voice is too convincing on that bit. “I want to be a reporter here. But I’m not sure this is a role I’m well suited for.”

         “Why not?” Crossing his arms, he levels a severe glower at me, which pokes at my more petulant instincts.

         “Look, I appreciate the offer. I’m grateful for the opportunity,” I say to Ed, because I don’t want to burn a bridge, “but I—”

         “Give us the room.” Ethan keeps his eyes on mine as he gives the order to Ed and Cara. They say nothing and make no move to leave. “Five minutes. Hear me out.”

         Ed looks to me for an answer, to which I shrug one shoulder. I’m not going to be the one to kick the editor-in-chief out of his office, but I won’t tell his golden boy to shove it up his ass, either. Not with an audience.

         “We’ll wait outside.” Ed stands and jerks his head at Cara. She rolls her eyes as she stands and smooths the creases from her dress.

         When they close the door behind them, Ethan picks up a chair from across the room and plants it right in front of me. His knees almost bump mine as he sits.

         “Is it me?” he asks.

         “What?”

         “The reason you’re about to make a huge mistake.”

         I’m not sure what bothers me more, that he places such significance on his tangential connection to my past, or that he might be half-right.

         “No.”

         Ethan wasn’t the only person to publish a book about Massasauga and the ensuing trial, but he was the first to land a prison interview with my father. A fact that propelled The Cult of Silence to bestseller status when it was published last year and resulted in a new wave of public fascination with the decade-old crime. I saw Ethan once, when he came to SU on his college book tour. Had fantasies of confronting him for hijacking my life story. Threw up in the bathroom instead.

         “Then what did they offer you?” he asks.

         “Frankly, I sort of tuned out when Cara started talking.”

         He smirks. “Everyone does.”

         “I think the gist of it is she wants me to write for one of the online sections. More essays. And I’m flattered,” I say so as not to sound like a horrible ingrate, “but I’d rather cut off my hands than make that my career. No one is going to take me seriously as a journalist if my entire portfolio is nothing but diary entries.”

         “I’m taking you seriously.”

         “No offense, but you don’t count.”

         “Oh,” he says, leaning back in his chair with arms crossed. There’s something goading in his expression. A dare. “Why’s that?”

         “Let’s not kid ourselves. You have a financial stake in keeping Echo’s story in the headlines.”

         Ethan was the one to contact me after my essay went viral. He arranged this interview. And while the lure of a job at a major magazine was too tempting to ignore, I’d be an idiot to think Ethan doesn’t see some personal advantage in this. Like when a musician dies or an actor goes on a Twitter tirade, publicity sells. How many spots has his book climbed in the Amazon rankings since my essay went live?

         “Then why write the essay if you don’t want the attention?”

         If I’m honest, Ethan’s book was at least partially to blame. Response or retaliation, I’m not sure anymore. But in the time since The Cult of Silence was released, I had this gnawing urgency to put the ordeal in my own words. To reclaim the narrative and with it what little agency Echo had left. I thought the essay would feel like a victory, a bit of redemption for Echo and all the ways she’d been distorted over the years, pimped by strangers who profited from her tragedy. Instead, I feel like just another john.

         Now Ethan wants me to work with him. How am I even considering this?

         “I have ambitions,” I say. “Why should I abandon them because people like Cara are preoccupied with one brief episode in my past? I’m more than that.”

         “No one starts out at the top,” he says. “You have to be willing to pay your dues.”

         “I know. I’d be happy grinding it out at some little alt weekly to get a few miles under my tires. At least it wouldn’t feel like prostitution.”

         “So it’s about pride? You’re too good for us?”

         “What? No.”

         I take a deep breath and slide my hands into my jacket pockets. I’m making a mess of this, and I don’t want to leave Ethan with a bad impression of me. He is on a short list of journalists who have reached that rarefied air of influence and respect. The articles he writes shape debates and affect policy. Whatever my personal feelings, it doesn’t help my career to make an enemy of him. These sorts of encounters can follow you for a lifetime. Forever known as the brat who spit in the face of Ethan Ash.

         “If I take this job now, I don’t want to get stuck, you know? I don’t want to be typecast in this narrow field. If I don’t start getting some professional reporting under my belt soon, I’m never going to get my career off the ground.”

         He mulls this over, appraising me with intelligent eyes. I can’t help the feeling that everything I say digs me into a deeper hole. Ethan’s too important a name in this industry to brush off. It’s in my best interest to create a professional alliance that I can revisit in the future when a better opportunity comes along. He owes me that much. But as Ethan cracks his knuckles on one hand with his thumb, I realize I’m wasting my time.

         “I should go,” I say, and reach for my messenger bag on the floor. “Again, thank you for getting in touch, but—”

         “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Avery, take the offer.” Ethan rubs his hands through his hair and entwines his fingers behind his head. “It isn’t a death sentence, it’s a job. You put in some time, make friends, and maybe you have an opportunity to branch out, move up. But you won’t get that if you walk out. Here you can learn. You can tap into a vein of experience you wouldn’t have access to otherwise.” Ethan leans forward, elbows on his knees, and speaks with a voice that wrests all the air from the room. “This magazine has a history and a name that will enrobe you in a certain layer of credibility and open doors for the rest of your career. Writing a few essays seems like a small price to pay for that kind of privilege. And they’re going to fucking pay you for it.” He punctuates this with a hand in the air. “So swallow your pride and be grateful.”

         He has a point, sure. I’m not oblivious to that, nor the idea that just appearing on the Riot Street masthead will be the most significant step in my career to date. And who’s to say I can’t parlay that into a better gig? When someone is in bed with pneumonia and Ed needs a hungry reporter to drop everything and run down a story. When an associate editor is looking for someone willing to pull an all-nighter tracking down a source or a quote.

         But what if I accept and that chance never comes? And one day I realize five years have passed and I’ve missed my moment? We live in a world where youth is not only a prized commodity, but a prerequisite. If I’m not landing cover stories by the time I’m twenty-five, I can kiss my dream of a Pulitzer goodbye.

         In my right pocket, I feel for the shell casing of a Winchester .308 and roll the smooth brass between my fingers. I don’t know if it helps, but I’ve been doing it so long I’d miss it if I stopped.

         “I’ll think about it.”
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            Stranger on the Train

         

         It starts in a subway car on my way uptown to catch the train home. A robust woman with a voice like an outboard motor berates a shameless public masturbator until we stop at Fulton Street and he’s chased out the door. Onlookers snap, tweet, and post their videos of the incident while an oblivious stream of new passengers file inside. Among them is a Grandpa Joe type in a light trench coat and herringbone trilby. Water beads off his shoulders and collects in a pool around my feet. A few stops later, he’s with me when we exit at Thirty-Fourth Street and take the underground pass to Penn Station. At Hudson News, where I grab a snack before making my way to the Amtrak terminal, he’s in line ahead of me counting out exact change for the clerk in nickels and pennies.

         That’s when I spot it: Ethan’s book sitting on a rack below the gum and mints and other impulse buys that rim the checkout counter. Next to James Patterson’s latest and Stephen King’s fourth this week, The Cult of Silence is too loud to ignore. It’s been out for more than a year, long since dropped from the featured-release displays and constant marketing push, but someone’s resurrected it from the discount graveyard and left it slotted in front of the most recent page-to-screen adaptation with the new movie-poster cover art.

         I consider hiding it. Tucking it behind Patterson or the copies of Cosmo and People. But as I reach for it, the trilby man grabs it with thick, wrinkled fingers and drops it on the counter. It takes him another two minutes to forage $9.99 plus tax out of his many coat pockets.

         I should take the opportunity to ditch him and thus interrupt the emerging synchronicity, but I’m weak and can’t part with the KitKat and grape soda in my hands. So I wait, pay, and take as long as time will allow to arrive at the platform for my train. When I do, boarding has already begun.

         In the economy-class car, I squeeze down the aisle in search of an open row. The car’s crowded, but not full, so when I eye some free territory toward the back, I dodge and parry between passengers to claim it. A broken voice crackles through the scratchy intercom as I fall into my seat next to the window. The train rolls forward then back, and with a final announcement through the intercom, musters up a great force of determination to surge forward on its seven-hour haul to Syracuse.

         That’s when my shadow, Trilby, old-man-shuffling right for me, wedges himself past Mother Goose corralling a gaggle of children to drop himself in the window seat opposite me. He pulls down the seatback tray and, from another coat pocket, unwraps a pastrami on rye.

         He’s like an ex I can’t shake. I don’t even know his name, but we’re trapped in an unhealthy relationship. I could move, but now it’s a matter of autonomy. I was here first, and a girl’s got to stand her ground. So I put on my headphones and pull out a magazine while I eat my snack, determined to let Trilby have no greater effect on my life than I’ve had on his.

         But my eyes wander, and once he’s dusted the sandwich crumbs from his chest, crumpled the wax paper wrapping into a ball, and stuffed it into one of the cavernous coat pockets, Trilby sits three seats away licking his arthritic index finger to flip the pages of Ethan’s book.

         What did I ever do to deserve this man?

         
            *  *  *

         

         We’ve all experienced it. The pattern of coincidence known as the Baader-Meinhof phenomenon, otherwise referred to as frequency illusion. It’s when you learn a new piece of information—a phrase like frequency illusion, for example—then repeatedly encounter it within a short span of time. Or a song you haven’t heard in years makes a conspicuous comeback, following you from the coffee shop to the mall to a busker playing guitar in the park. You’ve been going about your life, oblivious to this thing, then suddenly it’s stalking your every step. In my case, it’s an elderly man with a book.

         Everywhere I turn, Ethan is there.

         Hours later, the windows are dark when the train jostles and slugs, slowing on its approach to the Walsh train station in Syracuse. I must have drifted off sometime before sundown. Now while impatient passengers unfold from their seats and relieve their travel cramps, stretching in the aisles and gathering suitcases and small luggage from the overhead racks, I steal a glance at the stark white cover and blurry title font on the seat beside Trilby. The train grunts to a halt, and he catches me. We share a long moment of awkward eye contact.

         Does he see her? The version of me created in Ethan’s words. The image extrapolated from the hours Ethan spent absorbing a sociopath’s reminiscence. Is it obvious?

         Passengers move toward the exits and the aisle clears. I’m not sure why, but I don’t want to be the first of us to stand. I wrench my eyes from Trilby and his liver-spotted jowls to yank my messenger bag from the floor and pretend to fish through it for my phone. He heaves himself to his feet, grabbing the seat back in front of him for support as he squeezes out from the row. Before his frame disappears from my peripheral vision, something lands on the seat cushion next to me.

         He’s left me the book.
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            The Runaway

         

         Eight a.m. Thursday morning and I’ve got a pillow over my face. On the other side of my bedroom wall, my roommate is into day two of her post-breakup hibernation: the anger phase in which a constant soundtrack of man-hating anthems bellows through our apartment on a loop. Kumi was up at seven to treat herself to her ritual Breakfast Milkshake of Mourning—the piercing whir of the blender snapping me awake—to the tune of Taylor Swift.

         It’s been three days since my interview. I said I would give Ed and Cara my answer by Monday. For whatever reason, Ethan has taken a personal interest. I would be an idiot to pass this up. If I refuse and nothing better comes along, I might spend the rest of my life reading his bylines and thinking about the biggest mistake of my career. Or I take the job and manage to embarrass myself and sabotage any glimmer of journalistic aspirations by falling into the essay abyss. Thus far I’ve yet to find an off-ramp from this cycle of possibility and doubt. Despite my reservations, I admit there are more items in the Yes column than not.

         Either way, Kumi and I are moving to Manhattan tomorrow. Her wealthy but absentee father has recently decided he wants to be back in her life, so his bribery mission begins with paying for an apartment in the city while Kumi attends law school at NYU and I start applying for jobs. She was hesitant to accept until we started looking at rent prices and realized all we could afford was a storage unit in the Bronx or maybe an abandoned car by the river. So she agreed, on the stipulation that I get to come, too. Her dad wasn’t in a position to put limitations on his apology for being a catastrophic jackass for the last six years. Having deficient father figures is sort of the basis for everything Kumi and I have in common.

         Just as Carrie Underwood launches into the chorus of her revenge fantasy, my phone buzzes on the nightstand.

         I haven’t spoken to my mom since the essay went up last week—I gave her an advance copy and received her blessing before publishing it—but her name flashing on the screen sends a jolt of apprehension through my chest.

         “Hi, Mom,” I say, answering the call. I pull the duvet over my head to replace the pillow while Kumi belts over the vocals of Katy Perry.

         “Did I wake you up?”

         Her voice is bright, airy. Birds chirp in the background and her rocking chair creaks on the front porch. I picture her in jeans stained from her garden, drinking tea while she watches the squirrels run across the yard. The image comes from a photograph, I think. One of her I must have seen years ago. She was younger, barely in her twenties. Hair like a brushfire and eyes green as spring grass, smiling into the camera. People used to tell me we look alike. But she barely resembles that person anymore. I prefer to think of her happy.

         “Sorta. No. I’m awake.”

         “Are you still in bed? Echo, it’s such a blissful day. You should be outside getting some sunshine. Come out for a few days. We’ll go canoeing at the springs.”

         “We’re moving tomorrow.” She knows this, but my mom doesn’t adapt well to change. Selective memory is her defense mechanism. “And I have to work.” A decision on Riot Street aside, I still have looming deadlines for freelance clients. “Besides, the springs are closed. Another bacterial flare-up.”

         “What, really? Where’d you hear that?”

         “Saw an article online.”

         “Hmm. I must have missed it,” she says in a dour tone.

         My mother doesn’t watch the news. Or read it. Or otherwise acknowledge the crimes and tragedies of humanity. She says it distracts from the “pursuit of wholeness.” So I have listened to no small amount of browbeating concerning my chosen vocation.

         “You’re depriving yourself of felicity with all that calamity and woe,” she is fond of saying. And that chronicling society’s failures—her concise view of the work of the news media at large—is a distraction from the “human imperative of spiritual awareness.”

         She didn’t always talk like that.

         Simply put, I am a disappointment who is wasting the best years of my life. And I need to find Jesus. Or Allah. Or Buddha. Anyone will do, as long as I find an idol to guide me toward enlightenment. That kind of thing is important to my mother. It gives her purpose and provides meaning and order in a chaotic world. A plan for everyone. A purpose for it all. I don’t begrudge her these things. I only wish she’d recognize that our shared history had the opposite effect on me. When you grow up secluded from society, under the autocratic regime of a self-appointed guru—and it all ends in mass casualties—you develop a healthy skepticism about deities and dogma.

         “Anyway, honey, the reason I called…” Her rocking chair creaks through the phone and the screen door claps shut. “I went online and looked at your essay.”

         I close my eyes and hold my breath, bracing for impact. “Yeah?”

         “Have you seen these comments?”

         A gust of air leaves my lungs and my muscles relax. “Don’t read the comments. Ever. People are awful.”

         “Some of these…” Her voice trails off, in a tone that makes me throw off my duvet and sit up in bed. “The things people are saying…”

         “Mom, I knew this would be part of it, okay? I don’t look at them and you shouldn’t either.” Can’t put a spent bullet back in the chamber. There’s no use flogging myself with the witless snark of internet trolls.

         “About me,” she says.

         “What?” Her muttered statement sideswipes me. “What about you?”

         “‘This woman should be in prison.’ ‘How is this not child abuse?’ ‘Her mother should have done this girl a favor and blown her own brains out.’” Her voice cracks. “‘She should—’”

         “Mom, stop. Close the page. Just walk away from it, okay? I’m serious.”

         She breathes heavily through the phone. Stuttering gasps. My mother and I aren’t close—she pretends we are and I let her—but I never intended to cast her as the villain. For as fucked up as my childhood was, her experience was far more difficult. And while there’s plenty of blame to lay at her feet, it wasn’t like her actions were malicious. She was a naïve woman deceived and manipulated by a sociopath. A young mother with no money and nowhere else to go.

         “Echo…” A long, pained sigh trickles from her lips, and it cracks my chest open. “Why would you want to do this?”

         “Mom, I swear, I—”

         “Why would you want to make a life at this? This, letting people peck over your private sorrows, it’s noxious. I don’t want that for you. I want you to find your joy and be at peace and fulfilled. How can this make you happy?”

         “I’m sorry,” I say, because I don’t have a better answer and it pains me that she takes the brunt of the attacks and feels sympathy for me. “I didn’t mean for—”

         “They haven’t said anything I haven’t thought myself. Don’t worry about me, honey. I’m happy you were able to express these thoughts and relieve yourself of the burden. It’s healthy to confront our emotions and take control of the shadows. But I worry what effect this negative energy will have on you. So much hatred and bile—you can ignore it, but it’s there, festering, eating away whether you notice it or not.”

         I apologize again, and again, and keep apologizing until she’s said her piece. I owe her that much. And I understand that when she tears at the shreds of my dreams like she’s ripping off wallpaper, it is only because she sees my career path as detrimental to my well-being. At the moment, I can’t argue otherwise. So check one more item in the No column.

         The difference, however, between my mother and me is that I don’t need to be happy to be happy. I can settle for being free.

         “Come up to the house sometime,” she says, knowing that on this point we are at an impasse. “I’ll make you dinner.”

         “Talk to you soon, Mom. Bye.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         For the last five years, since about the time I started college, my mother has lived inside a rural Pennsylvania commune. The town of Aster is infamous as a curiosity that attracts tourists and devotees alike. It is known as a psychic haven for its dense population of mediums, fortune tellers, palm readers, and the like. They are the New Agers, if you will, who set up shop in the “haunted” hotel and entertain visitors with mystic insights. But across the street is the more orthodox clan. The Aster Spiritualist Camp, where true believers have gone since 1884 to engage in a “personal experience with God.” In whatever form He/She/They/It might take. So now my mom “talks” to dead people. In one form or another, she’s been born again and again and again, and she’ll keep trying until she gets it right.

         I won’t set foot within the camp boundaries.

         Not because I take issue with their faith or the form in which they practice it. Not because I suspect some sort of nefarious activities are being carried out within the decaying buildings that sit beneath sagging bows clothed in moss. I won’t go in there because, for all its friendly trappings and honest convictions, I can’t help but see it as just another incarnation of the place where I was born and raised. A place from which my mother and I escaped the night my father murdered eleven people before attempting to take his own life. Too bad he missed, the bullet went through his cheek.

         Anyway, the place gives me the creeps. And I have work to do. So I pull out my laptop, put on my headphones to drown out Kumi’s screeching Alanis Morissette at the top of her lungs, and dive into a blog post on the value of saltwater pools over chlorinated. Add one more to the Yes column.

         
            *  *  *

         

         By afternoon, I’ve moved on to writing a white paper explaining the benefits and drawbacks to homeowners’ associations. Right about the time I decide owning a home is way too much hassle, I get a text message from a number I don’t recognize.

         
            Unknown

            12:17 PM

            It occurred to me that I might have been a bit abrupt with you the other day. Don’t let my bad manners scare you off.

            E.A.

         

         I suppose that is something like an apology, though no apology is necessary. Abrupt is just another word for honest, and honesty goes a long way with me. I could tell him that; assure him my decision on this job is solely about me and not a reaction to anyone else…But his book is lying on the floor next to my desk. I haven’t decided yet what to do about it. Leaving it on the train seemed wrong somehow. Like throwing it away. A book in a garbage can is a damn tragedy. Besides, Trilby had spent his hard-foraged dollars on it and gifted it to me in what he must have felt was an act of compassion. Perhaps he believed he’d sniped that copy from me at the counter. That I’d pined over it during our train ride home. Throw the girl a bone, you know?

         
            Unknown

            12:20 PM

            For what it’s worth, today’s Thai Thursday.

            If you worked here, you’d be eating spring rolls right now.

         

         Yes column.

         
            *  *  *

         

         A few hours later, I am wrapping up a chat session with a client, sending them revised drafts for approval, when it occurs to me that I haven’t heard much sound coming from Kumi’s room for the last hour. While the silence is appreciated, I’m somewhat concerned that stillness is a warning sign. It’s after five, I haven’t eaten yet, and after two days I think it’s about time for Kumi to get out of her pajamas and take a shower. So I knock on her bedroom door to invite her out to dinner. We could both use a distraction.

         “Kumi?” I say through the door when she doesn’t answer. “Want to get something to eat?” Nothing. No movement on the other side. “My treat. You can get loaded on cocktails and—”

         The door whips open. Kumi is holding a pair of eight-inch scissors in one hand, the fingers of her other hand combing through what’s left of her hair.

         “What do you think?” she asks. Her eyes are bright and expectant, a smile on her face that is a little excited and a lot terrified. It’s a look that means if I’m not careful, she might stab me or herself. Either way, someone goes to the hospital if I screw this up.

         But for fuck’s sake, she’s left six inches of black hair on the carpet. Kumi has the face for a severe bob, just not the skill to cut in a straight line.

         “How about I order delivery and help you even out the back?”

         “Oh, please, yes,” she says, and yanks me to the bathroom.

         By the time I’ve got her head sorted and she’s moved on to the bargaining phase of her post-breakup grief—I threatened to throw her phone in the toilet if I saw her texting her ex—I notice I have a missed text from Ethan.

         
            Ethan Ash

            5:27 PM

            Do you like karaoke?

            This is important.

         

         I sweep up the clippings from the bathroom floor while Kumi searches Netflix for a proper Girls’ Night selection. And I smile, because I can’t take that message seriously.

         
            Avery Avalon

            5:44 PM

            I’m judging you right now.

             

            Ethan Ash

            5:44 PM

            Answer the question.

            This is IMPORTANT.

             

            Avery Avalon

            5:45 PM

            No one likes karaoke.

             

            Ethan Ash

            5:45 PM

            Blasphemy.

            This was a test. You failed.

             

            Avery Avalon

            5:45 PM

            Oh well. If you change your mind…

            I’ll be at the cool kids’ table.

             

            Ethan Ash

            5:46 PM

            Do they have spring rolls?

            My table has spring rolls.

         

         “Avery, food’s here,” Kumi calls from the kitchen.

         I dump the clippings in the trash can and put Ethan in a drawer.

         
            Avery Avalon

            5:48 PM

            I’ll take that into consideration.

         

         In the kitchen, Kumi is unpacking our orange chicken and fried rice. I still don’t quite recognize her, but the new look does make her appear taller, thinner. It didn’t turn out half-bad for a sudden, scorched-earth approach to hair styling. Sometimes a girl just needs a change and the immediate gratification that hacking off a few inches can provide.

         “What are you smiling at?” she asks, turning to hand me a paper plate.

         “Nothing. What?”

         Her eyes narrow and I have that run-or-be-stabbed feeling again. “You were talking to a boy.”

         “No,” I say, and take my plate to the living room.

         “Boys are shits, Avery. Horrible little shits.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         After dinner we finally tackle the last of the packing we’ve been avoiding. The movers her dad hired are showing up at eight in the morning, and I’ve warned Kumi that anything not packed by then is getting left behind. Rushing around and last-minute chaos always give me anxiety.

         In the living room, we box up her DVD collection, vinyl records from my short-lived vintage phase, and the shelving unit overflowing with books two rows deep. Kumi must have forgotten it was there, The Cult of Silence slotted spine-in next to the old textbooks we couldn’t sell back to the campus bookstore. When I pull it off the shelf to stack in a box, she turns that nervous shade of red like a kid whose parents found her box of secrets under the bed.

         “Busted,” I say, tossing it in her lap.

         She sits on the carpet, elbow-deep in her collection of true-crime novels. Almost afraid to touch it, as if doing so would claim it and thus admit guilt, she pushes it away.

         “Must have picked it up by accident,” she says. “One of those bargain-bin buys. I probably didn’t recognize it at the time.”

         So I snatch it back and flip open the cover. Scrawled across the title page in black marker is Ethan’s signature.

         “You went to his book signing?”

         But I can’t keep a straight face, and my repressed laughter assures Kumi she doesn’t need to find a new roommate.

         “I couldn’t help myself,” she says, all desperate puppy eyes full of regret. “It really isn’t as bad as you think.”

         “I’ll take your word for it.”

         Kumi tops off the box she’s working on and tapes it shut. I feel her staring at me.

         “You should give it a chance,” she says. “It might help you make up your mind about him.”

         “Pass. Thanks.” I get up to pull another armful of books from the shelf. She’s still staring. “What?”

         “What’s he like?”

         “You met him.” When I glance over, Kumi’s giving me her exasperated face. Fine. “He’s pushy.”

         She rolls her eyes. “That all?”

         “He’s taller in person.”

         “Oh, well...” Her hands dance between us in a sort of magician’s reveal. A very sarcastic magician. “Say no more.”

         “I don’t know. He’s…”

         She picks up her phone off the coffee table and starts playing with it. “What?”

         “Noticeable.”

         “How so?”

         “It’s hard to explain.” My attention drifts to a scuff on the wall from the day we first moved into this apartment. “Like when he walks into a room, it shrinks. Everything feels smaller around him.”

         There are those people, the ones born separate from the rest of us. Gifted with an ineffable quality as easily recognized as it is difficult to explain. Some become rock stars or go into politics. Maybe start a cult in the mountains. Most, though, they’re the unicorn next door. The charismatic mechanic. The charming shop clerk. Singular personalities who bend the world around them and pervade through the clutter of time and memory.

         Kumi stares at me with one raised eyebrow. “You’ve given this some thought.”

         “No.”

         “You know…” There is a perceptible shift in her demeanor. Something almost predatory emerges from behind her eyes. She holds out her phone to show me the photo of him from his Riot Street profile. “He’s not hard to look at, huh?”

         Like I haven’t noticed.

         “I see what you’re doing.”

         “What?” Kumi applies her contrite face with an octave jump in her voice.

         “I know how your mind works.”

         Feigning wounded by my accusation, she looks away. “I didn’t say anything.”

         “Uh-huh.” I get up to hunt for ice cream in the freezer. Because there’s always room for ice cream. And because Kumi is a ruthless interrogator when she brings her considerable coercive talents to bear. “You’re trying to make this a thing. It isn’t a thing.”

         “Sure, okay.”

         We still have some chocolate and coffee ice cream left. It shows restraint she didn’t clean us out during her hibernation.

         “I mean it.”

         “Yeah.” An annoyed clip to her voice. “I heard you.”

         I pull out two paper bowls and peel open the carton lids. “Okay. Just so we’re clear.”

         Since we met junior year of college, Kumi has had these wild sexual aspirations for me. In her eyes, I’m some stricken, oppressed woman liberated from a convent and in desperate need of fornication. But I think she longs for the days when sex was still exciting and everything was a first time for something. I’m merely an avatar for her vicarious fantasies.

         “I’m just saying…” She pauses, and I decide three scoops of each flavor is not unreasonable. Because I’m an adult. “You should totally hit that.”

         “And now you’re not getting any ice cream.”

      

   


   
      
         
            4

            The Other Woman

         

         In the pages of Ethan’s book, my alter ego is Enderly Atwood, a spunky eighteen-year-old with curly rose hair and peridot eyes. My fictional doppelgänger. Like other young women her age, she’s energetic and inquisitive, traits her father warns must be managed lest they get her into trouble. But unlike most, Enderly’s entire world is confined inside the boundaries of Camp Indigo, the secretive commune on the rural outskirts of Doser, Pennsylvania. It isn’t until an intrepid journalist infiltrates Indigo that Enderly learns the unsettling truth beneath the empire of ashes she’s called home, and must help the journalist reveal the cult’s founder, her father, for the dangerous tyrant he is—before it’s too late. A work of fiction loosely based on Massasauga and Ethan’s interviews with my father, the Times called The Cult of Silence, “A suspenseful departure from the rational world into a disquieting realm of ego and manipulation, revealing the limits of the human psyche.”

         But it was upstate New York where we called two hundred acres of the Adirondack region home. I was only twelve when it all came to an end. And it wasn’t an undercover journalist who drove my father to murder eleven of his followers, just his own metastasizing paranoia. Though Ethan does nail my father’s tendency toward self-aggrandizing speeches that appeared mid-conversation as if ejected from a passing aircraft. Ethan captures the essence of his natural charisma and the dark shadow of intimidation he cast over us.

         Until today, I had never been tempted to pick up Ethan’s book. I had convinced myself nothing good could come of it. Now it’s after midnight, I’m three chapters in, and more conflicted than when I began.

         Sitting in bed, my phone buzzes.

         
            Ethan Ash

            12:09 AM

            I want to preface this. I’m not drunk.

         

         I put a scrap of paper between the pages to save my place.

         
            Avery Avalon

            12:10 AM

            Okay…

            Ethan Ash

             

            12:10 AM

            What are you doing right now?

             

            Avery Avalon

            12:11 AM

            Is this a test, too?

             

            Ethan Ash

            12:11 AM

            Yes.

             

            Avery Avalon

            12:12 AM

            As it happens, I’ve got a bone to pick with you.

             

            Ethan Ash

            12:13 AM

            Is that so?

             

            Avery Avalon

            12:13 AM

            It is.

             

            Ethan Ash

            12:14 AM

            Go on then.

         

         So far, there’s nothing about his book I find offensive, exactly. His writing is clever and thoughtful. But I already knew that. I’m sure Ethan has no shortage of sycophants lining up to kiss his ass. I won’t be one of them. And there’s just one question that I’ve been dying to ask for more than a year.

         
            Avery Avalon

            12:15 AM

            So, how long have you been obsessed with me?

             

            Ethan Ash

            12:16 AM

            Whoa, ok, shots fired.

            Where did this come from?

             

            Avery Avalon

            12:16 AM

            I’m reading your book.

             

            Ethan Ash

            12:16 AM

            I see.

             

            Avery Avalon

            12:17 AM

            And I’m wondering how a 12-yr-old girl you’d never met

            became the heroine of your novel.

             

            Ethan Ash

            12:18 AM

            She’s 18 in the book.

             

            Avery Avalon

            12:18 AM

            Didn’t answer my question.

             

            Ethan Ash

            12:18 AM

            You’re putting me on the spot here.

             

            Avery Avalon

            12:18 AM

            That’s the idea.

            You’re the one texting me in the middle of the night.

             

            Ethan Ash

            12:19 AM

            I keep late hours.

             

            Avery Avalon

            12:19 AM

            You’re avoiding the question.

             

            Ethan Ash

            12:23 AM

            Well, Enderly didn’t sign up for Indigo.

            She was born into it, never given a choice.

            She’s innocent, less complicit than the others.

            That makes her more sympathetic to the reader.

             

            Avery Avalon

            12:24 AM

            I suppose that’s true.

             

            Ethan Ash

            12:25 AM

            But I tried not to write her as hapless or naïve.

            She doesn’t have a great breadth of experience,

            but she survives on strong intuition.

            She’s a good judge of character.

         

         I’ll give him that. Some male writers seem to suffer from a kind of creative paralysis when writing about women. Depicting hollow renditions of the same female tropes regurgitated ad nauseam. But Enderly has dimension. She’s complex and at times contradictory—a woman at odds with herself. That much, at least, I can relate to.

         
            Avery Avalon

            12:26 AM

            I don’t hate her.

            If we met in real life, I might be her friend.

             

            Ethan Ash

            12:26 AM

            I consider that a glowing review.

             

            Avery Avalon

            12:27 AM

            Don’t get too excited.

            I’m only on the 3rd chapter.

             

            Ethan Ash

            12:29 AM

            Fair enough.

            Any other notes you’d like to share?

             

            Avery Avalon

            12:30 AM

            Why, working on a sequel?

             

            Ethan Ash

            12:31 AM

            I’m in a unique position as a writer.

            Have to take advantage of the opportunity presented.

             

            Avery Avalon

            12:32 AM

            You’re just burning with questions, aren’t you?

             

            Ethan Ash

            12:33 AM

            Yes, but I do have some tact.

            This isn’t an interview.

             

            Avery Avalon

            12:35 AM

            I do have one question…

             

            Ethan Ash

            12:36 PM

            Shoot.

             

            Avery Avalon

            12:36 AM

            Was there a reason you texted me tonight?

             

            Ethan Ash

            12:37 AM

            I was reading the comments on your essay…

            I see your point now.

            Are you ok?

             

            Avery Avalon

            12:38 AM

            I don’t read the comments.

            G’night

             

            Ethan Ash

            12:38 AM

            Good night, Avery

         

         
            *  *  *

         

         I don’t hold animosity toward Ethan, per se. Most of the time, the idea of him doesn’t even cross my mind. And it isn’t his reputation that intimidates me. The breathless vacuum of standing in the presence of fame. That eerie uncanny valley of witnessing in the flesh something that formerly only existed at a comfortable distance through a television screen or in the glossy pages of a magazine. This nervous sensation that tingles my spine and turns my fingertips numb—it’s dread. The specific and daunting fear of what’s not said.

         Three years ago Ethan rose to prominence after publishing a six-page feature about the Massasauga Massacre. The result of his interviews with my father. Ethan was the first to get him on record, for weeks traveling upstate to Sing Sing, where Patrick Turner Murphy sits serving out eleven life sentences for his eleven victims. I don’t know how Ethan got him to talk. Neither my father nor any of the survivors had ever spoken a word to the media in the decade since the event. That’s where the title of the book comes from. The Cult of Silence was a nickname coined by the press at the time.

         But it wasn’t reading my father’s words that disturbed me. Most of the article painted him as a paranoid narcissist rather than the compelling villain of myth previously portrayed in made-for-TV movies. Instead, it was my father’s pervasive preoccupation with me that caused the cold sweat. Though I wasn’t mentioned by name, fifteen times I surfaced in the article. Anecdotes of his fond familial memories that bore no resemblance to the reality I remembered. A revisionist history of fatherhood as if he could humanize the monster behind the mask. And yet, that’s still not the part that claws at me. Not what Ethan wrote about me for all the world to read. It’s what he didn’t write.

         Eight weeks is a lot of conversation to fit into one article. How much more did my father tell him that didn’t make it to print? How many more stories of my childhood has Ethan withheld? The years too young and too long ago to remember. Empty spaces between the lines. To this day, my mother doesn’t talk about a time before we escaped Massasauga. And when the memories fade, it’s like it never happened.

         The fear is that Ethan knows more about me than I do.
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            Modern Rituals

         

         I hate moving. No matter how well planned and organized one tries to be, inevitably the whole thing goes haywire. The movers were late, one guy had a cast on his hand and couldn’t carry anything heavier than a desk chair, and they put a six-inch gash in the side of Kumi’s couch trying to wedge it down the stairwell. But we made it. By the skin of our teeth, we got the last box off the truck by five. If I’d known getting the cable and internet hooked up would be the least painful part of this ordeal, I might have stayed in Syracuse.

         The fifth-floor apartment on Bleeker Street is nicer than I expected, though. Nothing fancy, but wood floors and appliances built after I was born are certainly an upgrade from our old place. Plus, the apartment gets great light, has a fire escape over the tree-lined street, and is just two blocks from NYU. There’s a café next door and a Mexican restaurant below us. Not a bad commute to Riot Street, either. If that becomes relevant.

         But that decision can wait.

         Despite being exhausted, I’ve still got work to finish. Once I have my desk and laptop set up, I dive into a tangle of email exchanges with three different clients who all believe their immediate needs require my urgent attention. This always happens on deadline day, and damn me for not spreading these out better. I want to tell them to have a bottle and take a nap. Instead, I reply with some version of Sure, no problem. I’ll get that to you right away.

         I’m neck-deep in revisions when Ethan texts me another nudge.

         
            Ethan Ash

            5:25 PM

            Today is Food Truck Friday.

            This could be you.

         

         He’s attached a photo of himself and people I assume are other members of the Riot Street staff holding up slushies.

         
            Avery Avalon

            5:26 PM

            I’m on deadline.

            Some of us work for a living.

             

            Ethan Ash

            5:26 PM

            You could work here.

            And have slushies.

             

            Avery Avalon

            5:27 PM

            You should put that on a T-shirt.

             

            Ethan Ash

            5:27 PM

            Are you in the city yet?
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