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			Praise for J. Lincoln Fenn and Poe

			“A delightful, bravura piece of gothic pop . . . fans of Neil Gaiman and . . . Buffy will be immediately taken, but there’s a literate edge to the pyrotechnics that makes for an unlikely and welcome marriage between the spook story and literature of ­altogether less ectoplasmic substance.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“Hitting the high notes of multiple genres, [Fenn’s] talent is wicked raw and proudly untamed. [We] can’t wait to see what comes next.”

			—Bloody-Disgusting.com

			“J. Lincoln Fenn’s Poe is a shining display of humorous morbid entertainment. With a thrilling mystery, Fenn takes dark themes and gives us a witty novel with ties to history and magic. Suspense and intrigue are the name of the game.”

			—Literary Escapism

			“Bowled over by Poe . . . The novel jumps into my own top five of my best novels of [the year] and is nipping at the heels of number one. I highly recommend this to anyone who likes great well-paced fiction.”

			—The Novel Pursuit
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			For my husband

		

	
		
			The true horror for me is that overnight suddenly all the people you’ve known and loved can become monsters, and that people underneath the veneer of civilization or love or any kind of affiliation are kind of monstrous creatures.

			—Colson Whitehead

			[image: ]

			Hell is empty and all the devils are here.

			—William Shakespeare, The Tempest

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			WE NEVER TALK ABOUT him at first, and we never say his name. But after an hour or more, after a few drinks or more, when the light in the bar becomes golden and woozy, talk usually drifts to a safe circumference, the sphere around him. We speculate about the news. Which crimes might be a favor he called in. Things like school shootings, downed planes, drone strikes that hit a wedding instead of the terrorists are always likely suspects, our shared paranoia. As for the other, more macabre stories—the mother who drowned her children in the bathtub, the grandmother clubbed by her grandson and then left to rot while he spent out her pension, the man who sliced off the face of his wife before he ate it—we hope—no, we pray—that these are just the random acts of random people in a depraved society. It’s the TV; no it’s the video games; no it’s the patriarchal structure and the glorification of violence to sell deodorant and car insurance.

			Because the other explanation is far, far worse.

			The other explanation is that it will be us one day.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			SCRATCH. He said his name was Scratch.

			But no, it starts before that, over a year ago on a dark Friday night in Oakland, California, rain pouring down like it’s the next biblical flood and I’ve just seen the thing I’ve been afraid I’d see. Justin opening the door of a taxi for a woman with effortless blond hair that almost reaches, but stops short of, her shoulders. She wears a pink coat. I’ve always despised pink. He holds a newspaper over her head protectively as she gets in, and the taxi driver pops open the trunk for their suitcases.

			He said he had a business trip. Seattle.

			Justin looks gaunt in that way I always found Byronesque: pale shadows under his eyes, a military-ish buzz cut that makes his cheekbones starker. I miss his hair, the feel of it in my hand. Did he cut it for her? There hadn’t been much of an explanation—something about a new barber who got carried away.

			He doesn’t see me standing in the shadow of the apartment building across the street, but then that’s always been our inside joke—the invisible girl, he calls me. I’m constantly startling the shit out of him. He swears he doesn’t hear me when I walk into a room, and has actually shouted more than once after finding me just behind him, opening a cabinet door when he thought I was asleep. It’s a skill that anyone with abusive parents learns, and learns early. How to slip into the kitchen and get a soda and a candy bar for dinner without causing a blip on the radar.

			But still, I wish he’d look over this way for once. I long for it, I will it—I send a psychic message that if he doesn’t look over this way it means he doesn’t love me, that he stopped loving me months ago.

			He gets into the taxi, closes the door. The cab pulls into the street, causing an arc of water to splash in the gutter. Gone.

			It’s cold. I should have put on a jacket, but there had been that note in his voice when he said he was going to Seattle, a tinny drop that caused a shudder near the base of my spine, an emotional 5.0 tremor. He’d been strange for months. Distant. I don’t remember walking out the door of my apartment. I do remember when I stepped outside and realized it was cold, and I was barefoot. But my car was right there. I’d gotten lucky with a spot right in front of the apartment, no circling the neighborhood for fifteen minutes trying to land within three blocks.

			Then I realized I’d left my keys in the apartment. Locked out.

			The next steps—finding someone to buzz me back in, let me use their phone to call the super, making up some cheery explanation: Oh, it’s been such a stressful week at work, amazing I remember my head—was a calculation that seemed unfathomable.

			So I started to walk. Not impossible—I’d done it before, although never at night. I pushed aside all the reasons this was a bad idea. Tried not to look at any of the souls folded in alleyways, huddled under trash bags and newspapers. Ignored the occasional catcall.

			The rain hit about ten minutes in, and in fifteen I was completely drenched and my feet were numb, but it felt good somehow. Like I was present, a high-definition version of myself. I began to imagine scenes: Justin opening the door—­looking perplexed in that way that always made him seem about ten—our having a good laugh at my neurosis again. Me taking a warm shower. Justin joining me. A smaller part of me tugged at the thought that I would seem pathetic, that his furrowed brow would really be a sign of his rising discontent, a precursor of the end. There was, or would soon be, someone else. When that thought hit I’d raise my hands to the rain, let it slide through my fingers. Wash it away.

			This is how I got through the next twenty minutes, and by the time I reached his street I had convinced myself of the first version, which left me utterly unprepared for the pink coat. Just the sight of it made me dart into the entry of the apartment across from Justin’s. Left me breathless.

			And then they were in the taxi, and then they were gone. Vanished. The night, and the rain, closing over them like a cloak.
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			THE FIRST RULE of marketing is desire. And it’s not about making people want a thing; it’s making them want a different version of themselves, someone better-looking, more in control of their lives, unique. Everyone wants to think they’re living a version of carpe diem when really they’re lemmings on a treadmill. I know this because I’m a professional treadmill designer.

			People think I’m joking when I say that the third circle of hell is reserved for marketers, but I’m not. It’s a truly twisted area of expertise. My specialty is backpacks, specifically backpacks for those who sit behind a desk 365 days a year but like to imagine they’re only a travel agent away from scaling Mount Everest. The soccer moms who buy sports utility vehicles so they don’t feel like Mrs. Brady. We sell them backpacks that cost us four dollars but will cost them a hundred and fifty because we don’t tell them these are nylon sacks with zippers made in Chinese sweatshops. No, we give these backpacks names that are evocative of adventure, of pristine wilderness, of empowerment. For women, SkyTrail in colors like Sonoma grape (purple), poplar (green), and truffle (brown). Octane for the executives who amuse themselves in board meetings by imagining the crushed scent of pine beneath their feet. Things that sound vaguely Swedish are always popular. Stores can’t keep the Utrecht 1000 stocked even though you can’t fit much more than a map and a sandwich inside it. We estimate that about 90 percent of these backpacks make it to a closet where they will remain, gathering dust, until the eventual yard sale.

			To make it in marketing you have to have a good sense of your own fragile, easily manipulable mind. You can’t have any illusions. You know that when you’re in the grocery store and they’re playing music, it’s been chosen to fit your demographic. The colors on the cereal boxes make you hungry. The milk is at the back to increase the odds of impulse buys along the way. You know you’re a rat in a maze, and even knowing you’re a rat in a maze is no protection.

			Justin was the one place where I felt I was outside of the maze. Where I was tangibly human.

			A thought probably implanted by the marketers who sell dating services.
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			SCRATCH. He said his name was Scratch.

			I couldn’t believe it at first, was sure I heard it wrong, thought maybe he had mistaken me for a bar wench and was trying to order a Scotch. Not that I looked like I worked there, drenched, barefoot, shivering. I was sipping at my second mojito royale in Make Westing that I’d snuck on someone else’s tab, having forgotten that my wallet was also in my locked apartment. But it was packed at the bar, and warm, and if my piracy was discovered I could pretend I was heading for the bathroom and make a break for the door instead. I was even thinking about ordering baked Brie and some artisanal pita chips.

			Somehow he’d inserted himself next to me, causing the hipster guy on the next stool over to lean uncomfortably left, his sense of space obviously violated.

			“Is that any good?” asks the inserter.

			Cocky bastard, I think to myself. I try ignoring him, take a long sip.

			He raises a finger to catch the attention of the bartender, who has to lean in to hear him it’s so loud. Music pounds from a band in the back with Pearl Jam aspirations.

			“I’ll take one of whatever she’s having,” says the inserter with an accent that sounds English, or Irish—something. “And her tab’s on me.”

			He knows, but he’s not outing me. What’s he want? Still, free is free so I order the foie gras sandwich instead and another mojito. The cold has made me hungry. The hipster takes his garden gimlet and pushes his way to the bocce ball lane, then the inserter settles himself down on the vacated stool and I take a look at what I’ve indentured myself to, at least for the next few hours.

			This is where things get hard to explain. I get the impression he’s not bad-looking, although his nose seems like it might have been broken and not reset correctly. I feel like he has longer hair, and is olive-skinned like he’s Italian, or Arabic. But there’s something wavering about these impressions too, like the shimmer of heat over hot asphalt, and not then, nor now, would I ever be able to say exactly what he looked like. No one who’s ever seen him can either.

			A part of me realizes that my wet shirt is inappropriately clingy, that I might be giving off the wrong signal. I fold my arms over my chest protectively.

			The bartender drops off my sandwich and the two mojitos. I’ve never seen a sandwich look so good in my life.

			“I’ll take one of those too,” says the inserter, pointing to it. The bartender sighs, as if his life would be simpler if we had just ordered all at once.

			I pick up the sandwich and take a bite. Heaven.

			“You know how they make foie gras?” he says.

			“Not really,” I say with a mouthful. Although a part of me knows it’s bad. Veal kind of bad.

			He rubs a finger along the bar top. “They stick a gavage, which is a kind of tube, down a duck’s or goose’s throat and then force-feed it so the liver becomes fatty. Enforced gluttony.” There’s a cheerful lilt to his voice as he says this. “Personally I think it’s the suffering that gives it flavor. But what you’re eating, that’s probably not the real thing. They passed a law against it a few years back. No, that must be humanely fattened goose liver. I don’t know if the goose appreciated the difference though in the end.”

			I look at my foie gras benefactor and get the impression of twinkling eyes. What color, I couldn’t say.

			“Do you mind if I just enjoy my sandwich?”

			The bartender slides a plate with the inserter’s sandwich to him. He picks up a half. “Not at all. Bon appétit.”
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			AN HOUR LATER and each clunk of the bocce ball with the accompanying cheers or groans makes the bar feel festive, like we’re all on vacation, like we’re not the working drones we are, released for forty-eight hours before we’re back in the cubes, voluntary prisoners for cash and health benefits. I’m nursing my third (fourth?) mojito, he’s switched to Guinness; crumbs from the sandwich soak up the water rings on the wood counter. The bread was really good.

			“What kind of a name is Scratch?” I say.

			He’s leaning on the bar now, half turned to me, half turned to the crowd, fingers keeping time with the music. His black denim jacket fits him like a second skin. That level of tailoring is expensive.

			“Just a nickname,” he says. “My real name is hard for Americans to pronounce.”

			“So say it.” I tuck a strand of clumped wet hair behind my ear.

			He does, a tumble of syllables that rise and fall in odd ways. The lights dim briefly. Huh.

			“Is that Gaelic?”

			“Not exactly,” he says. “But you still haven’t told me your name yet.”

			“Ah, that.” I lick the rim of my glass. “Some call me the invisible girl.”

			There’s a pang as I say this, a soft betrayal. Justin’s inside joke trotted out for a stranger to see.

			“Some?”

			“My boyfriend.”

			“Maybe you need a new boyfriend.”

			This isn’t really funny but it strikes me so, and I cover a laugh with the back of my hand. The mojitos at work. Still, I feel lighter. Freer. Like a balloon cut loose.

			“Wouldn’t it be cool though, to really be invisible?” My finger reaches for the water ring and starts to doodle with it. X’s and O’s, the way Justin always ends his texts.

			“I don’t know,” says Scratch. “You’d have to wrap yourself in bandages for anyone to know you existed, right?”

			A problem I hadn’t considered. “On demand then,” I say. “But you could go anywhere. You could find out what people are really up to.”

			“On-demand invisibility. Hmm. That’d be a right challenge. Corporeal or non-corporeal?”

			“What do you mean?”

			He sits back, takes a long sip of his Guinness. “Well . . . would you want to be invisible with a body, able to move shit, or invisible without a body, like a ghost?”

			This invisibility stuff is more complicated than I thought. “Yes.”

			He laughs. It’s a nice laugh. “Such an American answer.”

			I have a vision then of myself, a ghost-twin standing in Justin’s living room, where he sits on the couch with Pink-Coat Girl. She unbuttons the top of it, slowly, seductively. Ass­hole. There’s a pleasant throb of self-righteous indignation that more than makes up for my disclosure.

			Scratch reaches for a nearby bowl of popcorn and his wrist brushes mine. “But do you need to know what people are really up to?”

			“What he’s up to.”

			“Oh. I see.”

			Now I feel exposed, revealed, so I take another sip of mojito to bolster myself. But there’s scarcely any left.

			Scratch raises a hand, orders another.
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			THE BAND IS PACKING UP and the boisterous crowd has dwindled down to a small cluster of alcoholics. The bartender wipes down the bar with a blue, micro-absorbent towel. I have a friend who worked on the product design at REI.

			“What color is that?” I ask the bartender.

			He arches an eyebrow, but we’ve run up a decent bill and Scratch has been a generous tipper.

			“Uh, blue,” he says.

			I lean over like I’m revealing a secret. “No,” I whisper. “That color’s called Puget Sound.”

			With that, I start into a peal of laughter that nearly causes me to tip over, but Scratch catches me by the elbow and keeps me upright. Thick man-hands. I imagine them in other places. It takes more moments than it should for the guilt to kick in.

			“How many drinks have I had?” The overhead lights glow like headlights in fog.

			“I lost count,” Scratch says.

			“Me too.” I know he’s kept up with me, mojito for mojito, with a few shots in between and the Guinness, but he’s as sober as if he’s been drinking coffee all night. Outside, the rain still falls in sheets, a lonely sound. I don’t want to go back to my apartment. I don’t want to think about the pink coat.

			Scratch doesn’t seem to be in any hurry to leave either. He doesn’t even check his watch, which must be a knockoff of a Vacheron Constantin Tour de l’Ile unless he’s actually wearing $1.25 million on his wrist.

			“So they call blue Puget Sound now? I had no idea.”

			I nod. My head feels twice as heavy as it should, like I’ve entered a different gravitational field. “According to our research, if you rebrand the color you can charge double. So beige isn’t beige anymore. It’s not taupe either, that’s too eighties. It’s timber wolf.”

			The lead singer clicks off the microphone and there’s a momentary loud squeal.

			“Clever,” says Scratch.

			A couple of guys stand, one putting the arm of the other over his shoulders. They head out the door. I pick up whatever number mojito is in front of me and give the glass a swirl. It catches the lingering light nicely.

			“Yup. Marketing is so very, very clever. All started with a very, very clever man. Do you know who coined the term public relations?”

			“I have a feeling you’re going to tell me.”

			“That I am,” I say, tipping my drink and it sloshes over unexpectedly, spilling on my thumb. “Edward Bernays. Freud’s nephew. Used his uncle’s research to create marketing that operated on subconscious desires.”

			“What does that have to do with public relations?”

			“He coined the term. After World War II, ‘propaganda’ got a bad name, so he just did the same shit but—poof—called it public relations.”

			“Seems a little deceptive.”

			Now I lean in to Scratch, or not lean so much as try to adjust for the fact that the bar seems to be listing, like a ship in high seas.

			“Oh, he was just getting warmed up. What’s really sneaky is how he used PR for crowd marketing. In 1929 Lucky Strike wanted to open up the market to women, but a woman caught smoking in public could get arrested. Not good for business.”

			“I’d imagine not.”

			“So. Bernays pays off models to light up during the Easter Parade in New York. Calls Lucky Strike ‘torches of freedom.’ What’s brilliant is it plays off women’s desire for equality and the subconsciously sexual act of women wrapping their lips around a phallic symbol. Makes such a big stir that the papers can’t avoid covering it like real news, and then suddenly a woman smoking is acceptable in public. Or not suddenly . . . it takes a few years to change perception. But it starts with that tap. If you really want to manipulate an individual, you start with a group. Seems counterintuitive, but it works.”

			“Interesting,” says Scratch. He pushes his glass of Guinness toward me. “How would you market this?”

			“Beer?” I say. “Oh please, give me something hard.”

			“Not just beer,” he says, a hint of something defensive. “Guinness. I don’t know why you Americans still drink crap like Pabst.”

			“Our culture is founded on crap.”

			He nudges the glass another inch toward me. This is fourth-grade marketing stuff.

			“Okay,” I say. “First you have to imagine me blond and two cup sizes bigger.”

			“Done.”

			“You don’t have to sound so eager.” With clumsy hands, I unbutton the top button of my shirt, give it a think, then unbutton one more. I cock my head at him, offer a grand smile, reach for the Guinness without looking at it.

			“Now I say something insipid, like . . . there’s only one reason to go for a guy with a Guinness.” I angle the glass slightly so I can reach in with my index finger, dip into a nice amount of foam. “Taste.”

			I take my finger out of the glass, touch my sternum with the foam, and then trace my finger up my chest, neck, and face until I reach my lips. I give a campy wink, open my mouth, and lick my finger. Hold a moment before bowing.

			Scratch leans back on the bar. “And people pay for that?”

			“Very well. Sex sells anything. Make it self-aware-slash-ironic, and you can catch all the people who think they’re immune to messaging, too.”

			“Doesn’t seem very viral.”

			“Internet’s a baser channel. For that you just throw in a debutante with a well-oiled ass and launch a meme generator.”

			“But you haven’t even tried the product. How can you sell something you don’t know anything about?”

			“Because you’re never selling product. You’re selling desire. You’re tapping misery, or creating it so your product can then fix that misery.”

			Persistent, he pushes the glass of Guinness another couple of inches toward me.

			“Truth is, I don’t even like beer,” I say. My nose wrinkles. No, I actually abhor it. Growing up, the rank stink of piss and beer was forever in the carpet.

			“I think you might like the bitter stuff. Unless, you know, it’s too masculine for you.”

			“Too masculine. That didn’t sound sexist at all.”

			“You just don’t strike me as a mojito kind of person.”

			“No?”

			“No.”

			There was something tasty about the foam, more like an exotic dessert than a beer. Oh, what the hell.

			My hand isn’t as steady as I’d like it to be, but I manage to lift the heavy glass, take a sip. Dark, and rich, and yes, bitter. Nothing girly about this draught.

			I do like it, and take another, longer sip. Warmth tingles through my esophagus, lands nicely in my stomach. I place the glass back on the counter, concentrating hard so I don’t drop it, like I’m playing Jenga. There.

			Scratch takes one of the bar napkins, scrunches the end of it, reaches toward me, and gently starts to wipe the foam from my upper lip. A strangely comforting, paternal act.

			“So you know what I do,” I say. “What do you do?”

			Scratch smiles, or I think he does. “I’m actually in a similar line of work. Maybe I should hire you.” He takes a moment to inspect my upper lip for any leftover traces of foam, then, apparently satisfied, tucks the napkin in his back pocket.

			“Are you in sales?”

			“No,” says Scratch. “I’m the devil.”

			Well, I think. Not only has he gotten me wasted but he’s fucking with me too. “Wow. What’s that like?”

			“Fun,” he says. “Depending on your idea of fun.”

			“There money in being the devil?”

			“There is,” he says, and when he says there it sounds like ter. That foreign lilt. “But that’s not the fun part.”

			“What’s the fun part?”

			“The trade.”

			Ah. An investment banker with a hand in the subprime crisis feeling a little angst.

			“Fortunately for you,” I say, leaning into the bar. “I’m an atheist.”

			He leans in too, and I catch a faint hint of something smoky, and damp. “Most are, until they meet me.”

			The conversation has gotten complicated in some strange way, off track. Either that or I’m just out of touch with flirting—it’s been a few years—or he’s going to try to sell me something. I sit a bit more upright, reach for my mojito for something to do. A queasy feeling builds in my stomach. Maybe the foie gras was a bad idea. Maybe this all was.

			“It doesn’t have to be like this,” he says. “You don’t have to be like this.”

			An insult. Even though I recognize the manipulation, my damned ego bristles.

			“I don’t have to be like what?”

			“Powerless. Helpless. Defeated.”

			Each word falls like a hammer. Yes, and yes, and yes. “Is that what you think?”

			“No,” says Scratch. “It’s what you think.”

			I drop my mojito glass on the bar. It rolls and then falls onto the tile floor, shattering into pieces. All eyes turn to me. The drunk barefoot girl.

			“Oh fuck,” I mutter. There are so many, many pieces.

			But Scratch doesn’t seem to notice, or care. “So, Fiona, what can we do to change that?”

			I told him my real name? Shit. I don’t remember that. A vein throbs near my temple—the precursor to the mother of all hangovers. I want to push myself up, say something about the ladies’ room, splash some water on my face and have a cogent moment, but I’m barefoot and surrounded by broken glass. I look hopefully in the direction of the bartender, but he must be in the back.

			“What do you want?” Scratch asks softly.

			What do I want? I want parents who don’t shoot up and call me for bail, I want to stop being so desperately afraid of life, I want to take that pink coat and tear it apart by the seams.

			But most of all, I want that ghost-twin, so I can know. Beyond a shadow of a doubt and all that.

			“Maybe I want to be the invisible girl . . . sometimes,” I whisper.

			In the distance, there’s the wail of a siren.

			“What would you give up in exchange?” Scratch asks.

			“I don’t know.”

			“Would you give up your soul? How about it?”

			I shrug. Giving up something you don’t believe in doesn’t cost a thing.

			Or so one thinks in the moment.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			THE SHEET IS COOL against my cheek, but my body feels hot, disturbed, feverish. Sound of traffic outside, the soft patter of rain, a floorboard heater that rattles and clinks. God, how many drinks did I have? Remnants of a nightmare linger—there was a dark shadow of a man with arms that grew, twisting down the block, wrapping around light poles and electric wires, fingers constantly searching, probing, until all the colors of the world bled to gray.

			My head throbs. My throat itches. My arm automatically reaches over to the left for Justin, but all it finds is a pillow. Right. Seattle. And then it comes back to me, at least some of it—Make Westing, mojitos, a guy called Scratch. A name that isn’t a name, not really.

			And I’m naked.

			Holy shit.

			Panic hits—what the hell happened last night? A flutter of a memory: the sensation of a man’s hands at the small of my back . . . no, I didn’t, I couldn’t. I risk opening my eyes and instantly regret it. The morning light feels like an attack, the room spins, and a rush of nausea overtakes me, but I see that at least I’m home, in my own apartment, not in a stranger’s bed. A small but tangible comfort.

			I’m in my apartment?

			Impossible—I was locked out. Unless I did call the super, or Scratch was able to find someone still awake and willing to buzz us in, or he had superior lock-picking skills.

			How did I get home from Make Westing? And more important, what did I do? There was broken glass around my feet, I remember that much, and the sense of being lifted from the barstool, but beyond that—nothing. A complete blackout. It takes me back to my early twenties, when I confused drunken promiscuity with worldly sophistication, when I smoked clove cigarettes and tried to be French. I listen carefully for the sound of someone else in the apartment—creak of floorboards, a toilet flush, a cabinet door opening or closing.

			Nothing. I breathe a nearly inaudible sigh of relief.

			But then my stomach heaves and I’m quickly reaching down by the side of my bed for the small, modern trash can—Italian, ninety dollars retail, twenty-five on eBay—and everything I ingested the night before returns in a much different form. I’m grateful for the can’s weighted polycarbonate white lid, which automatically closes, and sink back into my bed.

			An assessment is obviously required. Sleeping naked is something I avoid. It’s a first-date, one-night-stand kind of thing—the single days when you still shave the places that don’t like to be shaved, when you still think about what you last ate before a kiss.

			If I’d stumbled in drunk and alone, I’d have just passed out on the covers—not a good sign—but even if, theoretically, I’m in the worst-case scenario, ADULTERY DEFCON 1, I shouldn’t feel this dark, settling guilt, should I? Justin started it; Justin is the betrayer, him and the pink coat. That hair of his is ridiculous, ludicrous, trying to look like some kind of military recruit, and she’s probably the kind of whore who’s into that sort of thing, the rounded nape of her collar looked decidedly ­Republican.

			Of course, beneath that is the familiar, worrying thrum.

			Have I become boring? Staid? Dull? It’s true I’ve started to shelve personal grooming on the weekends, and now that I think about it, I can’t remember the last time we went on a real date instead of ordering Thai from the restaurant around the corner and watching something on Netflix. But the work has been insane lately, or not lately so much as always. There’s always a meeting that could have gone better, or the Web traffic is down, or I’m over budget, or under budget, or the vice president wants to know why sales aren’t meeting projections (although does the analyst ever consult me, ever, before forecasting?), and then there was the whole fracas from the casting call for our new ad campaign that specified white in the audition demographic. Had to outsource to a specialized PR agency to handle the Facebook comments alone. And Justin, his company might launch as an IPO, so he’s been putting in extra hours; I can’t even get a hold of him during the day.

			But isn’t this the life we’re supposed to lead? Two busy professionals taking their careers seriously? Separate apartments, separate IRAs, separate stock options; we each do our own laundry. Non-wedded bliss.

			Christ, maybe I should have taken those women’s magazine admonitions seriously. They were always good for a laugh, those headlines, and Justin and I would actually kill time standing in the Safeway checkout line and point out the best and worst ones to each other: “10 Things Guys Crave in Bed”; “The Jeans That Instantly Make You Look Slimmer”; “Hausfrau Fashion Finds.” But maybe secretly he longed for a partner with flawless skin and thigh gaps, or maybe all relationships are doomed to get comfortable, atrophy, and die.

			It’s strange how knowing you’re being fatalistic is no protection.

			Suddenly there’s a series of knocks at my front door, followed by two more, sharp, brisk, and cheery.
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			BARELY ENOUGH TIME to pull on yoga pants from the floor, where I keep most clothes, and a ratty T-shirt that reads BUSH LIED—would it kill me to buy something new, form-fitting, with color?—two more staccato knocks, oddly persistent, especially because no one knocks on my door, ever. I maintain a strict regimen of urban solitude, avoiding eye contact and small pleasantries, and if someone says hello or even holds open the door, I pretend they don’t exist, check e-mail on my phone instead. East Coast habits die hard.

			Knock, knock—pause—knock.

			Hell. My apartment, like all the others in this circa 1920s building, is small, vintage, quaint. In other words, no room for storage and an absolute ban on stickpins or nails in the plaster walls, so floor space serves many purposes. As I reach for the knob of the front door, I’m keenly aware of the paper stacks that loom like miniature skyscrapers, made up of outdoor magazines, research about the spending habits of millennials and boomers, competitive analyses of other companies. My freestanding IKEA IVAR shelves can hold only so much.

			And then an unsettling thought hits—what if it’s Scratch? There’s no peephole in my solid, wood front door.

			Knock, knock, knock. An imperative.

			Nothing for it—I unlock the dead bolt, turn the doorknob, open the door just a crack, hope the chain holds.

			A middle-aged woman in a neatly pressed suit, an actual Gucci bag—she didn’t get the memo that toting such items can get you mugged these days—stands in the hallway. Her dark brown hair is coiffed and sprayed into something that looks as hard as a bird’s nest, small droplets of rain clinging to it like dew, and in her free arm she cradles a grocery bag.

			“Oh, you’re home,” she says as if we know each other, which we don’t. “Hi, I’m Gloria, your neighbor?”

			I say nothing. She does look vaguely familiar—I think I’ve passed her in the hall, giving little more than a nod of acknowledgment. Her accent is a touch Southern, which is inherently suspicious.

			“You are Fiona . . . ?” Not so sure now. She peeks behind me, as if she’s hoping that a more friendly Fiona will appear.

			“Yes.”

			She’s a boomer, part of the healthiest, wealthiest, and most-active generation of women in history, due for a double-­inheritance windfall when both her parents and her husband die. Expected to travel widely, so we’re working on a new pack, the Istanbul, lightweight with a slim, detachable waist belt to hold a passport, cell phone, cash, and credit cards. I make a mental note to add a small pocket for lipstick and a compact.

			She offers the paper bag. “I believe these are yours.”

			Curious now, I unlatch the chain, open the door a little wider, and take it. The bottom is wet, and soggy. I unroll the top of the bag and inside I find my damp clothes from the night before, neatly folded.

			“They were outside on the front stoop,” says Gloria. “Just lying there in a pile. I folded them for you. I hope you don’t mind.”

			My heart goes cold. The clothes I was wearing were left outside? So I walked, or was carried into my apartment, naked?

			“And I found this in the skirt pocket, so I thought . . . well you’re the only Fiona here, I’m pretty sure.”

			So helpful, and so proud of being helpful, she hands me a business-size card. It’s nice, good, thick stock that feels soft to the touch. Expensive.

			At the top, the words BILL OF SALE in ominous black print, followed by DATE, next to which is handwritten Friday, October 12. Only when I look more closely at the handwritten part, I see it’s not ink . . . more like the writing has been burned into the card, like a brand. Pyrography. Something my middle school art therapist thought would help direct my destructive tendencies, burning images of horses into square bits of leather.

			SOUL: Fiona Dunn

			TIME: 4:05 a.m.

			FAVOR:

			Nothing written here, a blank space that looms large, dark and oppressive. Is it just my imagination, or does the card carry a waft of sulfur?

			“Are you okay?” Gloria asks, and for good reason—I can imagine how pale my face has gone. “I thought maybe it was some kind of an invitation. And it had your name. That’s your name, right? I got it right?”

			“Yes,” I manage, tucking the bag under my arm, crumpling the card in my fist. “No. I mean . . . I’m fine. I must have left my laundry on the stoop when I buzzed in. Thank you.”

			With that I rudely close the door, lean against it. There’s a hesitant pause on the other side, as if Gloria’s about to knock again, but then she must think better of it, because I hear the click-click of heels against the hardwood floor, followed by the chime of the elevator.

			I slide onto the floor.

			Impossible. Impossible.
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			I FRANTICALLY TRY TO ASSEMBLE the fragments of memories I’m left with, but they blur, they resist. Scratch. What the hell kind of name is Scratch? We’d been joking, flirting—oh God, flirting—and every time I looked at my mojito, it seemed to be full. I definitely had two before he even sat down, I remember him ordering two more, but after that . . . What did he say he did? Sales? But really, why would he tell the truth, why would anyone in a bar tell the truth unless, like me, they were wasted.

			I focus my mind to the moment I do remember, when the glass broke—the floor littered with sparkling pieces, the bartender in the back, patter of rain outside. I visualize myself there. Smell of beer, damp clothes, and cold popcorn. Slowly the memory develops, like a photo in a film tray. He said he was the devil. He asked if I’d be willing to give up my soul. 

			I said yes.

			Christ, Christ, now the sick fucker knows where I live. All the news stories over the past decade about a woman meeting a man for a drink at a bar who then was found raped and/or decapitated play through my head. How could I be so stupid? Even my parents warned me not to talk to strangers.

			I open my fist for another look.

			Slowly, ever so slowly, the card unfolds like a flower opening to the sun. It then relaxes and flattens into a pristine state, like it’d just been cut from the press, like it wasn’t just balled up in my sweaty palm moments before.

			For a moment, me and reality have a serious issue. There’s a drip of a leaky faucet in the kitchen, a rhythmic second hand, marking time. This can’t be. This can’t be real. I’m hallucinating. I remember the days when I shooed the nonexistent spiders off my parents’ limp bodies, applied Band-Aids to patches of smooth skin they swore were melting off, checked that the walls weren’t breathing.

			I had too much to drink. Way too much to drink. I make a solemn promise—no, a vow—to never get that drunk again. I can’t afford to end up like my parents. I couldn’t live with myself if I did.

			So next I try to tear up the card, rip it to pieces, the evidence. It bends, it twists, but it won’t tear.

			SOUL: Fiona Dunn

			SOUL: Fiona Dunn

			SOUL: Fiona Dunn

			Why do I feel like this card is mocking me? I jump to my feet, head for the kitchen, with its cracked 1920s porcelain sink, cabinets that have been painted so many times the doors stick shut. The lighter, where’s the lighter? I pull out the junk drawer, dig through the detritus of three years—coffee loyalty cards, rusty screwdriver, unidentifiable keys, coupons long expired, emergency votive candles, paper menu for the Chinese restaurant down the street that changed owners and is now a patisserie—there it is, brass cigarette lighter, the one I’d stolen from my father in one of my middle school attempts at hiding my parents’ drug paraphernalia. It’s silver, with a red stripe advertising Filter Tipped Winston Cigarettes.

			It takes a couple of clicks to ignite the flame, then I hold it to the tip of the card over the sink.

			The card doesn’t catch fire.

			I’ve heard of indestructible business cards, made from synthetic recycled materials—it’s probably a mix of used baby diapers and plastic shopping bags. This isn’t a sign that I’m losing it. Get a grip, Fiona. The world can get fucked up, really fucked up, but it’s always fucked up in some identifiable way, a quantifiable series of interdependent causalities. If you have the time, and the patience, you can track down the reason for anything. At least that’s what my therapist used to say.

			An idea strikes. An aging carrot has been sitting in a small bowl on my countertop for days, so I use it to shove the card down the garbage disposal, turn on the faucet, flip the switch. The disposal whines a complaint, but eventually the carrot spins and disappears. I let it run for another minute for good measure, then turn off the disposal. Then the faucet.

			I got drunk in a bar called Make Westing.

			I look at the drain.

			I met a guy, a creepy guy. Creepy guys in bars are a constant. Like e in e=mc2. 

			Take a moment.

			Of course he locked onto the alone girl, the sad girl, the barefoot girl. Not surprising. 

			Reach my hand in. My wrist cringes at the slimy rubber part that I never think about cleaning. I feel the dull disposal teeth with my fingers, and then I find the card, still there. Intact.

			He plied her with drinks, got under her skin. A cliché if ever there was one.

			I pull out the card. It’s in one piece. Not a scratch, not a tear, not even a wrinkle.

			SOUL: Fiona Dunn

			“And then what?” My voice out loud surprises me. And then what happened?

			A dull, throbbing ache starts at the base of my spine, a familiar sensation, long forgotten. When my parents shot up, it was like the walls of our apartment melted away and I could feel all the people around us, trapped in their own boxes of low-income housing, stacked one upon the other, a storeroom of the poor, an ever-expanding radius of faceless strangers, none of whom gave a shit about the girl with the ponytail in the purple room pressing her headphones against her ears. The quietly desperate sense of being surrounded by people, utterly alone.

			Think. One thing at a time. Breathe.

			I was sitting on a barstool in Make Westing.

			I focus on the stool. It was a hard stool, with a low wooden back, modern, dark green. A green that almost perfectly matched my skirt. My clothes. The woman found the card in my clothes.

			I quickly walk back to the living room, grab the grocery bag, still damp, from the floor, and pull out each piece carefully, checking to see what secrets they have to tell me. My shirt—plain white, right front pocket—empty. My green pencil skirt—soggy receipt in the left pocket for lunch that day, the hot bar at Whole Foods plus an Italian soda. Next out comes my bra, and, disturbingly, my underwear, black, a little bit lacy and equally itchy, a concession to Justin because he’d been so . . . distant. The fact that the neighbor touched them—what was her name again? Gloria? Lydia?—causes an unpleasant shiver. But there’s nothing else from that night: no bar bill, no phone number scratched onto the back of a matchbook, no folded paper napkin.

			I lay the clothes out on my second-hand sofa, head to toe. It looks like a snake’s shed skin, like I was lying there and simply evaporated. The sleeve of my white shirt droops over the side, touching the floor, acquiescing to the inevitable. I sit down on the coffee table, tapping my jittery knee with the card.

			Think.

			The band was packing up. I remember a man in a black T-shirt rolling up cable around his elbow, and there was glass on the floor, and I was barefoot. Barefoot. Immediately I hold up one foot, then the other, examining for cuts, or slivers.

			They’re perfectly fine. Unscathed.

			So someone did lift me off the stool . . . and then what? Carried me home, or worse yet, drove me home? And then maybe stopped off somewhere in between, removing my clothes? I shudder.

			What if Scratch put something in my drink?

			A much more logical, but equally frightening explanation presents itself. It would explain the gaps in my memory, the state I was left in, hallucinations.

			I glance at my underwear.

			My stomach heaves again and I race to the bathroom, barely making it in time.
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			I KNEEL IN FRONT of the toilet bowl, vomit everything that’s left, and then five heaves that yield nothing. Afterward I feel empty, eviscerated, cold.

			Should I call the police?

			This is the point where people call their family or friends for moral support and advice, but I have no one except for Justin. Acquaintances, plenty of those, work people good for a chat in the break room or a quick lunch. They get the edited-­for-television version of my life, minor dramas that end well—parking tickets, hijacked Wi-Fi, near-miss accidents on the freeway. But no one to really call in an emergency, not a real friend; it’d be pushing it to even ask one of them for a ride, let alone get involved in what could be a trip to the hospital for a vaginal examination. Parents? A joke. Assuming the phone hasn’t been turned off, assuming they aren’t doing time, the call would only end in some guilt-trip attempt to get me to wire a couple hundred dollars.

			Plus I was drunk. Everyone would say I was drunk and there’d be plenty of witnesses . . . not that drunk equals consent, but it sure doesn’t help a case where memory is spotty already. But if Scratch did slip me a roofie, there’d still be traces, right? I pull off some toilet paper, wipe my mouth, and decide to ask Dr. Google.

			It’s still raining outside, and my small bedroom looks somber, pensive, claustrophobic. More of a junior bedroom, barely enough space for a full-size bed and a small end table that also serves as a desk, although the ceiling is tall, which helps somewhat. I flip open my laptop, type in my search. “Roofie side effects” include: hallucination, decreased blood pressure, memory impairment, drowsiness, visual disturbances, dizziness, confusion, and gastrointestinal disturbances. Check. Traces remain in the bloodstream for twenty-four hours, can be detected in urine for seventy-two hours.

			Christ. I’m horrified but also relieved in a strange way, because at least this is the fucked-up world I’m familiar with. There is a logical, although vile, explanation. What will Justin think? Hey, honey, I was in a bar drinking with a strange guy last night. I glance at my purse on the floor, the one I left behind. Pull out my cell phone.

			No missed calls. I don’t think I’ve ever longed so much for a person in my entire life.

			I’m about to swallow my pride, call his number, when I get a flash—the pink coat folded over the back of some anonymous hotel chair, or no, it’s on the floor, they pulled each other’s clothes off as soon as they got through the door, hungry. I remember those kinds of days with Justin. The early ones. I see the back of her head, blond hair disheveled and floating above her now-naked shoulders. She orders room service, probably something rich and decadent, like eggs Benedict or cinnamon bread French toast, with coffee and a fruit plate to share and then wheat toast, no butter, for Justin. He’s taken to an austere diet over the past couple of months—nothing nonorganic, lots of raw vegetables, a drastic reduction in anything with milk. Lost about ten pounds, making his features even more chiseled, dramatic. I should have guessed there was a woman’s hand behind it. I should have known.

			Rain tap, tap, taps on the fire escape outside. No, I’m in this alone.

			The fire escape. I look at it through the window. The rain has turned it from gunmetal gray to a slick black.

			Maybe that’s how Scratch got me back in? A sick feeling gathers. I’ve always had a hard time with that window, nearly impossible to get it open or shut, so it doesn’t even cross my mind to lock it anymore, but that Scratch had an athletic build, and the way he held me upright, kept me from tipping over—yes, he was strong. I can almost picture it, him pulling me up the rungs, forcing the window open. And then. And then. And afterward—what? Went down the elevator? Why would he leave my clothes out by the entry?

			To screw with the evidence, obviously. Blur the trail. But leaving the card as a parting favor, to instill a sense of dread, make that dread personal, intimate.

			Christ, why did I ever go to that damn bar? Get drunk with a stranger?

			You think you’re better than me, but you’re not, my father would say, often. You think you’re a good person, but you’re not. Apple never falls far from the tree. Never does.

			I jump to my feet, take the two or three steps needed to reach the windowsill, find the latch unlocked. A possibility. But when I try to push it open, it doesn’t budge, like it hasn’t been opened in months, which it hasn’t, not since the super shoved it closed over the summer and told me to leave it alone.

			I touch my forehead to the cool glass. God, I wish I could just disappear, melt away into some other version of a life, one where things would make some kind of sense.

			My cell rings. Justin?

			Pulse racing, I scramble to get it before voice mail kicks in. Click Accept without even looking at the number.

			“Justin!” I’m just about to blurt out my woes, pink-coat woman be damned, but it’s another voice that answers.

			“No, it’s me, Tracy.”

			Tracy, my assistant Tracy. My heart plummets. Still, I manage to pull myself into the mannequin I usually present as myself. Competent, terse, juggling too many things.

			“Hey, it’s a Saturday, and I don’t remember signing off on your overtime.”

			“Focus group?”

			Right, shit, right. Weeks spent organizing a group of extreme urban nomads to evaluate the Istanbul prototype, people who live out of a pack for years at a time and never stay in a country longer than three months. Early enthusiasts who set a trend and then abandon a product once it takes off and becomes commercial. It took almost six months to get five in a room at the same time.

			I look at the clock. I’m already a half hour late. I can feel the gears of my life making the decision for me, and I’m grateful to be back in the mundane. I can always call the police later. Maybe I’ll remember more by then too.

			I don’t know if I quite believe myself.

			“I’m really sorry. I had some issues here. Tell them I’m running late,” I say. “Get them all whatever they want from Whole Foods, and let them know that after the focus group, we’ll let them choose three packs from our stash in addition to the seventy-­five-dollar stipend.”

			I search the floor for jeans and shoes.

			Tracy is pointedly silent for a good second or two. “Those are for the editors coming Wednesday. I don’t know if the warehouse could even get me another set by Wednesday.”

			The one thing I can always count on Tracy for is a passive-­aggressive critique of my lack of organization.

			“Could be worse,” I say, and hang up.

			How it could be though, I have no idea.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			THE OFFICES FOR SUMPTER, INC. are located on the fifth floor of an art deco building that used to be a department store, its copper-plated siding burnished into a graceful green patina. The building is the lone holdout from the 1930s on a block of otherwise squat, concrete offices designed by a sixties East Berlin defector. No problem finding street parking on a rainy Saturday—the area is inhabited only by worker bees Monday through Friday, with the population trickling down to the homeless on weekends.

			I get out of my car, a Honda too old to be interesting enough to steal, make a mad dash for the portico since of course I left my umbrella at home, and then dig around in my purse for the magnetic card that will unlock the front door of the building. Try not to think, for the millionth time, that Justin hasn’t called me yet, even to check in.

			Sumpter has always been a problematic name, recalling deep Southern forts and lost Civil War ambitions, but the company started in Georgia in the late nineteenth century, making packs, sleeping bags, and gear for hunters, so now we call attention to its founding date to evoke durability and to massage perception away from its antebellum origins. Sumpter—Est. 1855. An American Original. There was a professor of African-American studies in Oklahoma who wrote a pretty accurate and detailed journal article, “We Don’t Need No More American Originals,” about our company’s founder, Mr. James A. Sumpter, petty-thief-turned-slave-catcher, who single-handedly tracked, kidnapped, and returned 145 poor souls to their owners. He then used the profits to buy a cotton plantation and a couple of mills in New England. It was not unusual for Sumpter to check those New England hires, if black, to see if there was a bounty out for them, in which case he would either return them and collect the reward or, if it was a case of mistaken identity, simply install them on his own plantation. We outsourced a PR firm to handle any negative publicity just in case, but the same week that the article was published coincided with the arrival of a major hurricane, and other than a few comments from fellow academics, it died a natural death.
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