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About this Book

Unsoul'd

a dirty little fable




by Barry Lyga




"That day, I had a bagel for breakfast and sold my soul to the devil. In retrospect, the bagel was probably a mistake."




Randall Banner is thirty-five years old, a middling mid-list author who yearns for more of everything: More attention. More fame. More money. More fans.




Then, one quiet morning, he meets the devil while pounding away at his laptop at his usual coffee shop. Soon, a deal is made, a contract is signed, and Randall is on his way to fame and fortune unlike any he ever imagined.




What follows is a bawdy, hilarious, yet harrowing tale of one man, one devil, and a deal that could change the world.
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Wherein I Meet the Devil

That day, I had a bagel for breakfast and sold my soul to the devil. In retrospect, the bagel was probably a mistake.

I met both the bagel and the devil at Construct Coffee on Bond Street. "We don't make coffee," their motto proclaimed. "We build it!"

They knew me there. I was one of the small legion of people pounding away at a laptop while drinking overpriced coffee by the quart, usually eating breakfast and lunch (and sometimes an early dinner). I had sampled everything on the menu at least twice. (I recommend the cilantro grilled chicken sandwich, by the way. To. Die. For.) As far as I could tell, though, of the Legion of Keyboard Pounders, I was the only one successful enough to make a full-time living at it. I based this on comments overheard between my fellow Keyboard Pounders, eavesdropping on the occasional cellphone call, and the fact that they spent most of their time dicking around on e-mail while I actually worked.

I know that sounds smug, but it comes with the territory. Brooklyn + coffee shop + authorial bent + Apple laptop + four books published in six years = Smug. 

The bagel tasted a little off that morning. Not enough for me to stop eating it, but just enough for me to notice. I thought maybe some coffee had dripped into the cream cheese, accounting for the slight bitter taste. But, no -- nothing so vague or boring. It had instead gone bad, leading later to what could only be described as several epic bathroom encounters that each lasted the length of a sitcom.

"Would you really?" a voice asked.

I looked up from my laptop screen. Sitting across from me (in flagrant violation of unwritten coffee-shop-writing etiquette) was a guy in his mid-to-late twenties. Skull shaved sheen-smooth under a backwards-turned ball cap. A lazy grin over a scruffy chin beard. Weathered Hawaiian shirt over khaki shorts. Your basic look from the Summer Hipster Collection.

"I'm sorry?" I said.

"Why do people say that?" he asked with a complete lack of curiosity. "Why are you sorry? I'm the one who sat down and interrupted you. Know what I mean?"

"Right. Can I help you?"

He shrugged and flicked a hand in the general direction of my laptop, as though he could barely summon the energy to move even that much. "Would you?" he asked. "Would you really?"

I looked down at my screen. There, in the middle of the page, I had typed:

I WOULD SELL MY SOUL TO THE DEVIL FOR A HIT BOOK

Digression time: Yes, I was the most successful of the regular members of the Legion of Keyboard Pounders who frequented Construct Coffee while the rest of the world worked its soul-deadening nine-to-fives, but "most successful" is, by definition, relative. Four books in six years was nothing to dismiss out of hand, but those four books had not exactly skyrocketed to the top of the bestseller lists. Indeed, those books had not exactly skyrocketed to the bottom of the bestseller lists. The books had skyrocketed exactly nowhere, and the bestseller lists didn't invite my books to their parties.

I am most charitably described as having a "cult following," which sounds vaguely sexy and intriguing until you realize that it means no one except for about five thousand hardcore fans knows my name. Just enough people to keep my publisher buying books, but not enough to "break out" and get the movie deals, the fat advance checks, the stuff you see in movies about writers. I'm the middle class, suburban cul-de-sac of authors.

It's not a bad life. Certainly better than most. But, yes, I wanted -- just once -- to experience the rush of capital-S-Success. I wanted to see a book of mine on a shelf with the words "NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR" above my name. It wasn't ego -- not entirely, at least -- but rather that it would be nice to achieve the top honor in my field. Every player on a baseball diamond dreams of winning the World Series. Every newspaper reporter dreams of the Pulitzer.

I dreamed of actually selling enough books that my father could stop calling to tell me he couldn't find my books on the shelves at his local Barnes & Noble.

"I'm trying to work," I said to the guy, gently. I'm not sure why I said it gently. He was interrupting me, again in flagrant flouting of sacred unwritten coffee shop rules, which state that people safely ensconced behind their laptops are Serious Artists, Hard at Work, and Not to be Bothered.

He smirked as though he knew better. And the truth of the matter is that I'd spent the better part of the last hour skimming through what I'd written yesterday, noodling around with the wording in an e-mail to one of my publisher's publicists (wanting to sound insistent without coming across as needy or pushy), and filling in an online crossword puzzle. And at some point in all of that, thinking about my new book, slated for publication in mere months, I'd typed the bit about my soul.

"I'm just curious," he went on, again without the slightest hint of curiosity. "Would you really sell your soul?"

"Sure," I said testily. "Why not?"

"Dude!" he exclaimed, throwing his arms out wide, as if to hug me, but still leaning back in his chair. "It's your lucky day! Let's make it happen."

I glanced around to see if anyone was disturbed or even paying attention. But everyone else was engrossed in their laptops, most of them plugged into their earbuds and ignoring the world around them in favor of the worlds of their individual screens.

"You're going to buy my soul?"

He nodded, his eyes green and clear, like lily pads on water. "If you're selling, I'm buying."

I laughed. "So, what, are you the devil or something?"

"Uh huh. Do we have a deal? Your soul in exchange for a hit book. Not a bad deal, I have to say. I've made worse in my day."

I shook my head and pointedly returned my attention to my laptop, hoping the lunatic would get the point and absquatulate. (That's an Old West word for "run away." Don't you love stuff like that? I do.)

Before I could get my fingers on the keys, though, the following appeared on my screen:

COME ON, MAN. LET'S MAKE A DEAL!

Over the lid of my laptop, the slacker dude still grinned lazily at me.

"How did you do that?" I asked.

He said nothing.

"Are you hacking in or something?"

He held up his empty hands and waggled his fingers. At the same time, this showed up on my screen:

NOTHING IN MY HANDS...

I looked around. "Is there someone else in here with you? Is this some kind of--"

JOKE? NO. I'M ALONE. WELL, SORT OF. AFTER ALL, "WE ARE LEGION" AND ALL THAT. BUT YOU GET MY POINT, RIGHT?

"You really are the devil," I whispered.

His head bobbed. "Yep. Let's go ahead and do this, OK?" Before I knew what was happening, he'd pushed my laptop to one side and slid a sheet of paper over to me.

CONTRACT

I, Randall Banner, do hereby sell my soul to the devil in exchange for a hit book.

It had a blank for me to sign my name, as well as a spot where the devil had already scrawled something indecipherable.

"You're kidding, right? That's all there is to it?"

He shrugged. "I don't like to mess around with all the niggling little details. Just because I invented lawyers doesn't mean I have to use them. There are some things even I won't do."

"But... What's the definition of a 'hit book?' How do I know you won't--"

He sighed largely, expansively. "Come on, Randy. You've seen this movie before. You know how it goes. I'm going to give you what you want and try to screw you somehow. You're going to try to figure out a way around it. Do you really think if this contract was thirty pages longer and had all kinds of details that that would change anything? This isn't one of those stories."

He had a point.

"I want a big hit," I told him. "Like Stephen King big. J. K. Rowling big."

He chuckled and leaned in. "I know what I'm doing, Randy. How do you think Stevie and JoJo got where they are today?"

"You could be lying to me. You're the devil."

"I have no reason to lie. If you don't want to sell me your soul, someone else will. Hey!" He cupped his hands over his mouth and shouted, "Anyone here want to sell their soul for a hit book?"

Five hands shot up.

"See?"

"Fine. Fine." I straightened the contract in front of me. "Do I sign it in blood?"

The devil recoiled in disgust. "Dude! Gross! What would that accomplish?"

"I don't know."

He tossed a cheap Bic pen in my direction. "Just sign it. Then the good stuff happens."

I wish I could say that I hesitated, that I took a moment to contemplate what I was about to do to my immortal soul. But I didn't. I thought only of finally doing more than just getting by, of finally being able to say, "Definitely" when people at parties asked, "Have you written anything I might have heard of?"

I signed my name.

The devil grinned his lazy hipster/surfer grin. I half-expected him to vanish, but instead, he just gave me a thumb's up from across the table and then ordered a half-caf macchiato.












































Wherein the Devil Comes Over

The next day, the devil rang my doorbell.

I was surly and out-of-sorts, having eaten nothing but plain rice cakes and drunk nothing but ginger ale and Pepto-Bismoll since the previous day's Olympic-level bathroom breaks. Needless to say, with my stomach still churning and clenching, I did not greet the devil with bonhomie or open arms when he showed up at the door of my cramped little Brooklyn apartment. Rather, I snapped, "What are you doing here? You did this to me, didn't you?" gesturing vaguely in the direction of my rebellious intestines.

He arched an eyebrow. He was dressed almost identically to the first time I'd seen him. Maybe the shirt was a different color. "I didn't do anything to you. A barista who forgot to wash his hands and a little escherichia coli 'did this' to you." 

I regarded him suspiciously, which, I believe, is the best possible way to regard the devil. "What are you doing here?"

"Can I come in?"

"I guess."

He glanced around my abode as though it and everything within was exactly as he had anticipated. "You weren't at the coffee shop today. Not pounding the keys. Thought maybe you were having second thoughts."

"No, I just didn't get any sleep last night because my guts were trying to prove their strength by squeezing out of me everything I've eaten since 1999."

"Ah, 1999. Good year." He gazed wistfully in the general direction of my kitchen, perhaps appropriate since I believe the stove dates from 1999, possibly earlier.

"I thought maybe this is what it felt like when you lost your soul," I told him.

"No, this is what it feels like when you lose your lunch and a significant percentage of sphincter control."

At this point, I began to wonder: Had I really sold my soul to the devil? Was this guy really the devil at all or just a freeloading slacker?

"I know what you're wondering," he said with a grin. "They all wonder at some point. Got anything to drink around here?"

I waved him in the general direction of the fridge and shuffled off to the sofa, where I lay my groaning self down. My stomach gurgled, trying to convince me that I was hungry, but I was wise to its tricks now. It just wanted more fuel to shoot out of my nether port at top velocity.

"You're a tremendous host," the devil deadpanned, joining me with a beer in one hand and a glass of fizzy, ginger-ale-y delight in the other. "I mean, I feel like I'm family."

I sipped the ginger ale gratefully as the devil settled into a seat opposite the sofa. In my apartment, "opposite the sofa" meant "almost on top of the sofa," so we weren't far apart.

"What are you doing here?" I asked.

"Hanging out."

"You don't have anywhere better to be?"

"This whole planet is one big eyesore to me. Makes no difference."

"But why my apartment?"

"Where else should I be?"

"I don't know. Out in the world. Causing misery among people."

The devil shrugged. "You people do a fine job making yourselves miserable. You do have cable, right?"

I threw the remote at him and closed my eyes, sipping more blissful ginger ale. "As I was trapped in the bathroom last night, I really thought this was how my soul was being taken from me," I told him as he clicked on the TV. "Or maybe God was punishing me for selling it."

"You flatter yourself that of the billions of souls on the planet, the Old Man would be paying attention to yours. Oh! Real Housewives. I love this shit."

"So are you here for it now? Are you going to take my soul now, while I'm in agony?" The thought wasn't as disturbing as you might think. Perhaps having my immortal soul ripped from my body would distract me from the contractions in my gut.

The devil made a pfft sound and flapped the notion away with his hand, staring at middle-aged, silicone-enhanced cleavage on the TV screen. "Dude, chillax. You still have your soul. I haven't lived up to my end of the bargain, after all."

"But--"

"Trust me," he said in a voice that was disconcertingly soothing. "I work in mysterious ways."

"I thought that was the other guy."

"Who do you think he copied it from?"

On that note, I laid my woozy head down on a pillow and drifted off to sleep.

When I woke up, hours had passed -- the light in my living room/kitchen/dining room/office's sole window had gone slightly gray, and the devil was now idly flipping channels. Law & Order zipped by, replaced by Law & Order: Criminal Intent, then Law & Order: LA, then Law & Order: SVU.

"How long have I been--"

"Hush!" the devil admonished, finally coming to a halt on an episode of Law & Order: Trial by Jury. "No one ever reruns these. Wait for the commercial."

I felt better. The nap had been the final tonic needed. My stomach clenched a bit, but in genuine hunger this time. I enjoyed the sensation of lying on the sofa without the fear that I would unexpectedly test the Scotchgarding of the cushions.

At a commercial break, the devil glanced at the nonexistent watch on his wrist and said, "You've been out for four hours, twenty-seven minutes, and nineteen seconds. Long enough for me to finish the Real Housewives marathon, which -- and hear me on this one -- is the Old Man's real gift to humanity."

"You've been sitting here for--"

"Four hours, twenty-seven minutes, and nineteen seconds, less my trips to the fridge." He belched. "You're out of beer. And chips. And hummus. And those little mini carrots. I didn't eat the carrots -- I just noticed that you're out of them."

"Right. Thanks." I craned my neck to look at the TV and saw a commercial for the newest Kiki Newman movie. Kiki ran from a massive explosion, her lithe form barely confined by strategically-shredded khakis and a white t-shirt. "God, she's amazing," I sighed. "I would totally sell my soul to--"

The devil clucked his tongue and waggled a finger at me. "You already signed the contract, buddy. If you wanted a rider to ride her, you should have said so before."

"Fine, fine. But when do you start coming through for me?"

"It's been twenty-four hours, Beavis. Besides, you haven't even written your next book yet."

That was true. I was under contract to an obscure imprint of Random House for my novel-in-progress. "Lucky number six!" my agent was fond of chortling, swearing that my next book would be my breakout. I wanted desperately to believe him, but he had also sworn that my first through fourth novels would be my breakout, too. With my fifth novel coming out shortly, I was justifiably cynical on two issues: my likelihood of ever breaking out, and my agent's ability to scry the future.

The commercial ended and one of those annoying newslets came on, fifteen seconds of news you can't use because there's no context.

"Police announce no new leads in the case of missing Rutgers co-ed Lacey Simonson!" a newsdoll chirped, having clearly not received the memo that a missing co-ed was nothing to chirp about. "More news at eleven, or visit NewsChannel13.com!"

"I feel so much more informed," the devil said. "Don't you?"

"Is that you? Are you responsible for that?" I asked. It seemed likely, after all. At least as likely as the devil channel-surfing for Law & Order episodes in my apartment.

"That's just like you people," he sniffed. "Blaming me for everything. Believe me, you guys are--"

"Is this the part where you tell me that there's plenty of evil in the human heart and we don't need your outside influence to maim and murder each other?"

"Well, it was going to be that part," he fumed. "You just can't let me have any fun at all, can you?" And then he stormed out.

I actually said "Thank God" out loud before I realized that was sort of ironic.












































Wherein My Ex Stops By and Does Not Have Sex with Me

The devil was eating cold cereal and watching an old episode of Three's Company when I woke up late the next morning. One of the perks of the freelance lifestyle is that I wake up when I choose. But usually I'm alone.

"Are you kidding me? Seriously? This wasn't in the contract, this bit with you hanging around all the time and eating my food."

The devil pulled a wounded face. "Dude, if it's bothering you, just say so. No need to drop a sarcasm bomb on me. I have feelings, too, you know."

"You do?"

He thought about it. "Probably not. But I simulate them pretty well. And you have hurt my simulated human feelings."

"I apologize."

He smiled and wolfed down a big, dripping spoonful. "There. Now was that so horrible? Oh, hey, by the way -- a package came a little while ago. I signed for it because I'm helpful like that."

I wasn't expecting anything, so I made my way to the front door, where a large brown box squatted just inside. 

"You could thank me, you know," the devil complained. "And since when is your name Fiona Weller?"

Ugh. Looking at the box, I saw that, yes, Fiona's name was on the label. "That's my ex-girlfriend." I called her and got voicemail. "Hey, Fi, it's Randall. That package from Amazon arrived. I'll be around today if you want to pick it up."

I put down the phone, and turned around to the very disconcerting sight of the devil glaring at me in disapproval. The fact that the devil looked like a slacker hipster didn't make the glare any less disconcerting -- I knew it was the devil behind those lazy, cool-green eyes.

"Why is your ex-girlfriend having packages sent here?"

"She was out of town when it was supposed to--"

"Uh huh."

"Look, I'm not getting into this with you. It's complicated."

"I bet."

"Look, it's not a big deal. We're still friends--"

The devil reared back and howled with laughter. "I love it! I love the 'We're still friends.' I wish I could congratulate whoever invented that. It's responsible for a nice, hefty chunk of human misery and deception. At least tell me that when she gets here, she's not just picking up that package, if you get my drift."

A brief image of Fi's lean torso, sweat-glimmering in the half-light of the bedroom, blazed before my mind's eye so powerfully that I thought I could reach out and touch it.

"It's not like that," I told him.

He grinned. "But you wish it were. Good for you! You're letting her drop stuff off here; you deserve a little knob-polish for that."

Another image: Fi's pert, heart-shaped ass turned up at me the one time--

I shook my head. Was the devil doing this to me? Making me see these things? I wanted to believe he was -- I was proud that I had finally stopped fantasizing about Fi six months after our breakup -- but the truth was sadder, I suspected.

I changed the topic. "What name did you use? When you signed for the package?"

"I signed it 'Satan, Lord of Lowest Doom and Melancholy, King of the Nine Hells, Prince of Darkness and Eternal Woe, Infernal Master of Cold Flame and Absent Spaces.'"

"Yeah, like there was room for that on the little signing pad."

"No, you douchebag, I just signed your name." He glanced skyward. "Lord, what fools these mortals be."

"Did you just quote Shakespeare?"

"Who do you think gave him that line? Why don't you ever give me any credit for anything?"

"I've only known you two days! I don't 'ever' do or not do anything!"

The devil folded his arms over his chest and sulked. He sat that way for a while, as I puttered around the house, trying to scrape together breakfast from the devil's rejects. Fruitless. (Literally -- he had eaten my blueberries.) I had no choice but to leave the house to buy more food.

"Will you be all right by yourself?" I asked, incredulous that I was leaving the devil alone in my apartment.

"I was all right by myself in a lake of fire for millennia."

I took that as an affirmative and headed to the store. When I returned, the devil was gone and there was a message from Fi that she was on her way over.

For reasons I understand, but won't get into, I immediately set to straightening the apartment, then stopped midway through when I realized I hadn't showered, shaved, or even brushed my teeth in close to thirty-six hours. I scrubbed my teeth and took a quick shower that barely dampened my skin before I hopped out and dried off. By the time the buzzer sounded, I had managed to struggle into a pair of jeans and a clean-enough t-shirt.

"Oh, there it is," Fi said, breezing in, as though there were anywhere else for the package to be. "Great, great, great!" She started tugging at the package flaps, then resorted to using her keys to score the tape.

"Hi, Fi."

"Hey. Hang on." She tapped her Bluetooth earpiece. "Hi, Max. No, no. Fifteen? Hell, no! Go to twenty and see what they say. OK, laters." She tapped the piece again and smiled up at me. "How are you, Randall? So you won't believe what's in here. One of my clients sent me a link to this article called 'Rise of the Little Blue Dress' and it was all about how blue is this season's black, which is cool because blue really, really works for me, you know? It's the eyes."

Fi had frighteningly beautiful blue eyes.

"So," she went on, "I read the article and they showed what's-her-name, the girl from the TV show, the one you liked, her, they showed her in this gorgeous blue dress and I was like, 'OK, I have to have that, like, yesterday,' so I ordered it right away. Didn't even think about it, which is crazy because you should see my credit card statement. It's ridic. Anyway, this is it." She held up a blue shimmer that looked barely large enough to qualify as a dishrag. "Do you mind if I try it on?"

A flash of her naked body staggered me. She was wearing a hoodie and baggy jeans, but I knew that body well enough that she couldn't hide it from my imagination.

"Sure," I said a bit hoarsely. "Try it on."

She disappeared into the bedroom and I stood there with the empty box and packing material, frozen in my own apartment, wanting to follow her in, wanting not to want to follow her in...

A moment later, she removed the choice for me by emerging covered from mid-hip to bust in what can best be described as royal blue metallic liquid. In the unlikely event that I had forgotten the curve and slope of her in the past six months, I now had a live, three-dimensional refresher course.

"What do you think?" she asked. "Not bad?"

Even when we were together, even in the days when I loved her with all my (still un-mortaged) soul, I recognized and despised the way Fi constantly fished for compliments, as though desperate for recognition, approbation, validation. Fi was gorgeous. She knew it. She didn't need to hear it.

Yet she did. "It looks nice," I told her, compromising between the truth and my desire to say nothing at all.

"It does, doesn't it?" she asked, turning so that I could see the back.

And her back. Which stunned me anew, not for the welcome sight of Fi's plump yet sleek derriere, but rather for the blossom of color and shape inscribed from shoulder blade to shoulder blade along the smooth, taut expanse of her naked back. The huge back tattoo showed an angel -- or a demon, I couldn't quite tell -- in mid-flight, stretching from right to left. A female form, with flowing silver hair, and exaggerated anatomy clothed in what amounted to a purple metal bikini. Resplendent, full-flare wings made of what appeared to be black leather feathers. It was as though Hieronymous Bosch had decided to draw manga.

The tattoo did strange things to me. I had never been one for body modification (save for the misguided nose ring I wore for eight months in college), but the right tattoo on the right flesh could sometimes stir deep longings in me.

Fi had the right flesh, and the tattoo made me suddenly yearn for her all the more.

"That's new," I said off-handedly, lamely.

"What?" She craned her neck, trying to look at her own back. "Oh, right. Yeah. I got that last month."

It was huge. "Didn't it hurt?"

"I don't remember, to be honest. I was totally baked. The whole thing's a blur."

"But why--"

"To celebrate."

"Celebrate?" I did not want to ask, but did anyway.

"Celebrate, yeah." She faced me again, hands on hips. "You really think this looks all right?"

"It's great," I said, suddenly less interested in the dress and more interested in the celebration. "What are you celebrating?"

"I didn't tell you?" Fi had a way of posing that particular question that made it impossible to determine if she was genuinely surprised with herself or simply overselling it to ramp up expectations. "I signed Kiki Newman."

Fi was a Hollywood agent and a successful one at that. Successful enough that her agency let her work out of New York, not L.A., where she had a niche specialty in finding local stage talent and primping and grooming them to TV and movie stardom. Variety once did a smallish story on her headlined, "The Trend-Bucker." She earned way more money than I did, hence my move to the cramped apartment after our break-up. Fi still lived in our massive brownstone duplex, where I had paid a mere quarter of the rent. Landing Kiki Newman took her to an entirely different level.

"I had no idea," I said as neutrally as I could, then smiled to show her how happy I was pretending to be for her.

"It was all over the place."

"I don't really keep up with the movie stuff anymore."

"Right. Of course," she said, shrugging as if to say, Why would you?

Because, yeah, why would I? I'd had a book optioned once -- years ago -- but that was it. The option money ran out long before the option itself. When Fi left me, any impetus I once had to keep abreast of the movie business left with her.

Managing to avoid being entirely self-absorbed, Fi shouted to me from the bedroom as she took off the dress, asking how I was doing. 

"There's some buzz for the new book." I hated myself as soon as the words were out of my mouth. How many times had I answered that exact same question with that exact same statement, delivered in that exact same tone of faux confidence commingled with faux humility. There was no "buzz" for the new book, nor would there ever be, if the past was any indicator.

I didn't mention selling my soul to the devil. How do you bring that up to someone naked in the other room?

"I'll see if I can pimp it a little bit on the blog," she shouted.

Fi had an incredibly popular blog -- "Why, Fi?" -- in which she held forth on matters not merely filmic, but also alcohol-related, Fi being something of a bartender savant. She's as likely to blog about the perfect martini recipe as she is about the next It Girl.

It occurred to me after she left that Kiki Newman was more than Fi's newest and biggest client. She also held the number one spot on my list of Celebrities to Have Sex With. And Fi, of course, was deeply conversant with that list, the two of us having shared each other's numerous times over the course of our relationship. I had, to the best of my memory, been repeatedly and effusively honest about Kiki's physical charms. And about how badly I wanted to bone her.

Oh, God. My ex-girlfriend was now representing my celebrity crush.












































Wherein I Make My Way Back to Construct

Despite the food poisoning that had stolen a day of my life, I returned the next day to Construct. Maybe I was trying to show that Construct could not lay me low. Maybe I was just a creature of habit.

Or maybe I was hoping for another bout of food poisoning, this one fatal.

The devil did not show up at my apartment again, so that, too, played a role in my return to Construct. 

But the devil wasn't at Construct, either. Had I so offended him that he'd vacated my life permanently? Would he still live up to our contract? More importantly, why was I so disappointed that I couldn't hang out with the devil any more? Maybe because Fi's success-piled-atop-success made me eager for my own nigh-offensive level of triumph, which seemed not to be fast coming.

There is nothing in the world worse than an ex on a meteoric rise. And nothing better to goad oneself to work.

Still, I suffered a dissatisfying day at the keyboard, more noodling around than actually writing. I thought about the devil, about Fi, about Kiki Newman. About poor, lost Lacey Simonson. She was pretty and white, so she was on the news constantly.

José the Faithful Barista was behind the counter and asked if I wanted my usual lunch, but while the thought of Construct's truly awesome four-cheese grilled cheese sandwich made my mouth water, the thought of José's hands on it so soon after the Bagel Incident made my stomach clench in memory.

I left Construct early, having accomplished nothing of note. Lovely Rita stood by the door, so I gave her five bucks. She hung out near Construct and would run into the shop to let people know when their meters were running low. Someone started singing, "Lovely Rita, meter maid..." one day and it stuck. I figured it was good karma to toss some money her way, even though I didn't own a car. Usually it was just whatever change I happened to have with me, or a buck or two if I had no change. But it was one of those days when I needed the solace that only a self-affirming act of charity could provide, so I gave her the five. If I'd had a twenty in my wallet, I would have given her that. Hell, if Lovely Rita took credit cards, I probably would have charged her my limit.

Lovely Rita, by the way, was absolutely not lovely. No one who lived on the streets as long as she had could be. 

"Thanks, Randy," she said, favoring me with a dirty smile. Dirty-as-in-not-clean, not dirty-as-in-salacious. The very idea... Shiver.

"You're welcome." In that moment, I almost just handed over my ATM card with the PIN, even though I didn't really believe in karma, good or bad. Still, it doesn't hurt to hedge your bets, right?

Back home, I dumped the laptop on the sofa and flung myself right behind it. A wasted day, most people would say -- a grand total of about two hundred words written (not even a full page, double-spaced), and most of those words would probably be revised right out of existence in the second draft. But I had convinced myself that even days like this were worthwhile, that unproductive days cleansed the brainways and psychic paths through which I channeled my words. Without days like this, I would gum up the works and burn out.

I told myself this, but I rarely believed it.

Still no sign of the devil. I was beginning to think he'd snookered me, and was mildly surprised to find that the thought engendered no ire. After all, getting mad at the devil for lying would be like getting mad at, well, a politician for lying.

Would his lie render our contract null and void? Did it even matter? I felt no different than I had before signing the contract, and I couldn't imagine that being unsouled (de-souled? soulectomied?) would be an unnoticeable phenomenon. As long as I still had my soul, I guess it was no big deal if he had reneged on his end of the bargain.

Except...

Except there was Fi, in her new dress, with her new tattoo. Fi, for whom everything worked out. Fi, laughing and trading tweets and links and bon mots with Kiki Fucking Newman. Fi, toasting multimillionaire clients and making seven-figure deals before getting out of her pajamas in the morning.

Oh. Fi in her pajamas. A little shudder ran through me, its epicenter located in my groin. Fi -- when she bothered wearing anything to bed at all -- tended toward clingy teddies and boy shorts that showed off seemingly endless expanses of smooth, toned thigh. I really wished I hadn't thought of that just then, but I was done for. Fi, waking sexy and disheveled and reaching for her phone to call Kiki Newman...

And that did it. Once Kiki Newman was in the mix, I was off to the races. Fortunately, there was a box of tissues nearby, so once I had my pants down, I didn't even have to move from my spot on the sofa.

Kiki herself had graced many of my fantasies and gotten me through many tough nights. And Fi had held a starring role in my mind for months after our breakup, buoyed by my pre-existing intimate knowledge. This was the first time I'd ever combined the two of them, though, and I have to admit that when I beheld the stiffer- and taller-than-usual deportment of my cock, I wondered why I hadn't thought of this before. It clearly worked.

The next thing I knew, Kiki Newman was writhing naked on my bed, her breasts -- glimpsed furtively in shadow for a moment in Time Doubt -- heaving as Fi went down on her with the enthusiasm of a life-long lesbian, not merely a collegiate dabbler. Fi's groans and slurping noises were a counterpoint to Kiki's gasps of lust, and I positioned myself behind Fi, slid into her slick and humid depths, grasped her buttocks and thrust and pulled and thrust and pulled, then -- a decision made -- withdrew and parted those same buttocks. She had told me before that she was done with "that," but it was my fantasy and in my fantasy she still wanted no more of sodomy, but would change her tune after a minute or two of my expert buggery.

"Oh, God," I said. "Oh, Fi. Fiona. Fi. Fi!"

I came in record time. You would have needed a stopwatch to measure it.

With ejaculation came momentary elation, followed by guilt and annoyance. Annoyance at myself for falling off the No-Fantasies-About-Fi Wagon. Guilt at imagining Fi in such a way, when we were supposed to be no more than friends. And, I suppose, further guilt at using Kiki Newman for wank-fodder, too. She was no longer just a distant celebrity; I was one degree of separation from her. It wasn't inconceivable that I could someday meet her and shake her hand with the same hand I'd just used to squeeze out a fairly copious amount of wasted genetic material.

I was a pretty lousy person, my soul notwithstanding.

I cleaned myself up and padded around the apartment in socks and shirt. The open, empty Amazon box from the prior day still sat near the door and the sight of it suddenly raised my ire, its mere existence inflaming me, reminding me as it did of Fi's continued insertion into my life. I had tried to move on. I had tried to be the bigger person, to take the high road. And here was her fucking come-and-fuck-me dress box on my fucking floor!

It was an injustice most monumental that any one person could be so hot, so successful, and just so fucking lucky all in one lifetime.

Maybe Fi had sold her soul to the devil. Maybe that's why she'd been unable to love me when I had loved her so desperately.

Or maybe she just couldn't bring herself to love a failure.












































Wherein I Desperately Need an Erection and Have None to Offer

u still awake? the text message asked many hours later.

Fortunately for my sanity, fantasizing threeways with my ex and a movie star was not the only way I could get my rocks off. There was also Manda.

yeah, I texted back. why? As if I didn't know.

I found the locution "booty call" ridiculous and childish. But the concept itself was just fine.

To call Manda my girlfriend would probably be an overstatement. Shortly after Fi left, I was determined to win the race to be first back into the dating pool. I figured I was ready, and honestly I didn't expect to click with someone; I just wanted to be dating. So, Manda was a surprise. We'd been together for three or four months, so I thought of her as "a woman I'm currently seeing," which was just neutral enough to make me feel comfortable with the whole thing. Introduced by a mutual friend, we'd had two whole dates before we ended up in bed. For my part, I was horny as hell, as well as desperate to prove to myself that -- Fi-less -- I was still lovable and desirable. For her part... I have no idea. I'm sure she had her reasons, too.

Since then, we've managed to find our ways into each other's beds at least once a week, a nice pressure valve release.

Managing that neat trick of being funny and shy at the same time, Manda never seemed to take anything too seriously, or at least, not seriously enough for me stress about it. She was a web designer for mommytobeeyotch.com, a website for "women who don't want to stop being bitches just 'cause they're going to be moms," according to its header. The site features articles and blogs on how to be a "bad-ass mother" as well as endless photogalleries of pregnant women on motorcycles, with tattoos, and so on. Manda calls it "grrl power made gravid."

Manda herself is the opposite of the mommytobeeyotch.com ethos. She is not pregnant nor does she ever wish to be. She has no tattoos and no exotic piercings. She's small -- five-one, maybe -- and slender enough that I worry about crushing her when on top, which is infrequent as she comes like a dynamo when riding me. Truly, I've never seen a woman orgasm so swiftly and explosively. In any other position, I could huff and puff and pound forever without a reaction, but when straddling me, she lasts perhaps sixty seconds post-penetration before digging her nails into my shoulders and shuddering out her breath.

When the text came that night, I was long done with my day, lying on the sofa, a carton of ice cream nearby, the TV playing a rerun of a bad sitcom, while also surfing the internet for new reviews of my books, of which I could find none. I immediately turned off the TV and tucked the laptop under the sofa. The ice cream I dumped in the trash -- it was down to mostly-melted dregs anyway. My shirt was dirty, so I changed it.

I wasn't trying to impress Manda -- I just didn't want her to think of me as the sort of guy who lounged around late at night, eating ice cream, watching bad TV, and ego-surfing the internet.

When my buzzer sounded a little while later, I waited a moment or two -- don't want to appear too eager -- before buzzing her in. I pretended to be reading Infinite Jest when she got to the door.

Manda was slim, lithe -- not quite boyish, but close. Not so close, though, that fucking her would make a straight man question his lifelong heterosexuality. Because it didn't and I didn't.

"How are you?" she asked, pecking my lips.

"Fine. You?"

"Good. We had a work party over on Smith, so I thought I'd come by..."

"Sure. Sure. Can I get you anything?"

"No, I'm good." She regarded my choice of reading material. "You're still reading that?"

I hefted the book. "Look how long it is. Look how fat it is." I paused. "Don't say 'That's what she said.'"

She grinned. "You know me too well."

I tossed the book aside; it landed with a satisfying clunk. Manda snuggled next to me on the sofa. "How was your day? Get a lot of writing done?"

Thinking of the meager two hundred words, I shrugged. "Not much, but it was pretty decent stuff. How was your day? Pregnant bitches still pregnant? Still bitchy?"

"Yep. I'm glad your stomach's feeling better." She patted my belly gently, then leaned in to plant a longer, more lingering kiss on my lips. I liked kissing her; she was enthusiastic about it -- nibbling, sucking my lower lip. Almost like she wanted to be sure to differentiate her kisses from the billions available in the world. She succeeded; if blindfolded, I bet I could pick out Manda from a line-up based on lipwork alone.

We kissed and fooled around for a few minutes on the sofa. I soon had her shirt and bra off and she had my shirt unbuttoned and my belt unfastened. I kissed my way down her throat to the shallow valley between her small, pert breasts. She smelled faintly of strawberries and pomegranates. I inhaled and she moaned deep in her chest.

We fumbled and stumbled our way into the bedroom and stripped off our remaining clothes. Manda reached into the nightstand drawer, but came up empty.

"Where--"

"I bought more," I said, finding the new box on the dresser. I pried it open and joined her in bed. I had a condom.

What I didn't have was an erection.

OK, well, it was late at night and we'd only been foreplaying for a few minutes. I left the condom securely wrapped and set it on the nightstand, then kissed her again, running my hand down her flank. I pulled her against me, though I made sure to angle my hips such that she would not brush against my not-so-excitable boy.

I tried everything I could think of to make myself hard. I probed every inch of Manda's delectable flesh with my fingers and tongue. I lingered at her nipples. I feasted at her moist cleft, basking in her hiccups of excitement, aware of the strength of her smooth thighs pressed to my ears, those same thighs I so enjoyed wrapped around my waist.

Nothing.

Nothing at all.

Not even a little stir.

I stalled as long as I could, but eventually Manda giggled and said, "Stop teasing me!" and reached for my shriveled, useless manhood.

If it was possible, it got even smaller.

"Oh," she said, and clearly wanted to say much, much more.

"Let's..." she went on, drifting off, shifting so that she was eye-level with the uncooperative member. She took me in her mouth, humming a little (a touch -- literal and figurative -- I always appreciated) and did her level best to make my garden snake into a hissing cobra.

All to no avail. I could feel her working away at me, but it was as though at a remove, as though her bobbing head were on a TV screen. I wanted a raging erection; I wanted to be rampant. But nothin' doin'. I remained flaccid and useless.

"Maybe--" I broke off, guiding her -- gently! -- away from my AWOL unit, kissed her lightly, then trailed my lips down to her collarbone and further. She submitted, sighing and lying on her back, and I continued my ministrations between her legs until my tongue brought her to climax.

Still nothing between my legs. I bit down on my lower lip to avoid verbalizing my disappointment. This had literally never happened to me before, as the cliché goes.

I hauled myself parallel with her, on my back, and tried to breathe evenly, tried not to think of my dysfunctional equipment.

"Are you all right?" she asked after a long-ish moment full of unspoken questions. "Is it me?"

It was, I suspected, only her in the sense that she was not some amalgamation of Kiki Newman and Fi. I shook my head and tried to make myself sound lightly unconcerned with the whole turn of events.

"I think it's just..." I cleared my throat. What did I think it was? "I think I'm just still getting over the food poisoning."

"Oh. Oh, of course. Of course." She curled up against me. "I'm sorry. I wasn't thinking."

"No, no, don't worry about it." It was easy to forgive when there was nothing to forgive. "Sometimes if you're not feeling well, the, you know..."

I knew it wasn't the food poisoning -- I'd been up and at 'em earlier today when I'd fantasy three-way'd with Kiki Newman and Fi. Was I now suddenly a one-time-a-day guy? Or was it just that the fantasy of Kiki Newman and Fiona had been so intense that it had made actual sex positively un-erotic by comparison? How long would it last?

"I totally understand," she said, and drifted off to sleep while I pondered the possibility of a sad, bonerless future.












































Wherein I Consult Tayvon for Advice

"And this never happened before, bro?"

I loved it when Tayvon called me "bro" or "brother." I harbored a secret and shameful hope that I was or would be or could be that white guy, the white guy that black guys thought was cool. And I knew deep down that it wasn't true, that I was perpetually nerdy and clueless as to the black experience and as terminally uncool as one could be without actually having a stick surgically implanted in one's rectal region, but every time Tayvon busted out a "brother" or attempted with me one of those complex, intertwining handshakes that black guys do so well, I felt a frisson of coolness pass between us.

We were sitting outdoors at a coffee shop in Park Slope, not far from the yoga studio ("YOUga: A New Individualist Art for YOU!") where Tayvon usually spent his mornings and weekends teaching downward dog and crescent pose to the hipster chicks and young moms of hippest Brooklyn. Two months earlier, though, he'd broken his collarbone in a pick-up basketball game over in Carroll Gardens, sidelining himself from the yoga circuit for a while. I enjoyed teasing him about this: Tayvon was a Marine reservist who'd survived combat in Afghanistan, yet a bunch of clueless kids from Brooklyn had managed to do more damage than the Taliban and al-Qaeda combined.

"No," I told him, sipping my iced tea, returning to the topic at hand. "Never. Not once. Never, ever." It was a hot July day -- hot as hell, I might have said a few days previous, but hell comparisons had lost their appeal -- and why we had opted to sit in the sweltering heat outside as opposed to the air-conditioned indoors, I couldn't say. Tayvon seemed to thrive on the heat -- he wasn't even sweating, whereas I had twin swamps gathering in my armpits.

"Stress," he said with great and confident authority. "It's this damn book. This new one you're writing. The one without a title."

It's not that the book lacked a title. It's that I -- in a rare spasm of superstition -- only ever titled my novels Untitled Manuscript while they were in progress. I'd done that with my first, Night/Light, purely because I couldn't come up with a title until it was finished. I'd sold that book and had decided thenceforth to call all of my works Untitled Manuscript until they were finished, even if I knew the title.

As to the latest Untitled Manuscript, Tayvon and I had had this conversation many, many times. Usually, I refrained from discussing a work in progress with anyone, but I had made the mistake -- in a moment of weakness and high friendship -- of confiding in Tayvon the topic, theme, and overall plot of what would be my next book. He disapproved, and took every opportunity to tell me so.

"It's not the book," I assured him. "I'm not stressed about it. Well, no more so than usual."

"No good will come of it," he warned me.

"You keep saying that, but it's not going to stop me. And seriously -- this has nothing to do with the book. I've been doing this long enough that I can tell when a book is messing with me."

He shrugged. "I don't know... You still seeing that herbalist?"

A while back, I had complained of a strange, intermittent twinge in my back -- not even actual pain, just an odd sensation. Tayvon, who swore by the multitude of Eastern philosophies and medicines, had sent me off to an herbalist in a Chinatown alleyway, where I had spent over a hundred dollars in cash for three small pill bottles and instructions for their usage.

"Not for a little while," I told him. "My back's better now." And it was, though whether the Chinese pills had contributed to my recovery or not, I couldn't say. I felt vaguely ripped off, but couldn't prove anything one way or the other.

"You should see Li again. He's good."

I was beginning to regret confiding in Tayvon at all. I suppose I'd been hoping he would just chuckle, say, "It happens to all of us, bro," and move on. But he was taking this pretty seriously, which both annoyed me and freaked me out. I didn't want to make the trek to Chinatown again. I didn't want to shell out a hundred dollars or more for unregulated pills that may or may not help. It was like living a spam e-mail: Herbal Viagra! Herbal Cialis!

Maybe if I had told him about the masturbation session earlier in the day, he could confirm for me that this was no big deal. But I hadn't mentioned it because...how do you tell someone you masturbated so powerfully that it rendered your penis inert?

"I had a, you know, a boner when I woke up this morning. So, like, everything still works. It just didn't last night."

"Well, that's good. Did you make use of it?"

"She had to get up early for work."

"Ah." He tapped a finger against his glass of sparkling water. He had exceptionally long fingers, so long that they seemed to need an extra joint. "I don't know, man. Is there something psychological going on? You worried about something?"

"No more so than usual." Well, there was the small matter of the devil, but with each hour that passed without his presence, I became more and more convinced that I had imagined the whole thing, perhaps in a sort of feverish fugue state brought about by the poisoned bagel.

"Is it the girl? You just not into her any more?"

I didn't want to think that was the case. I liked Manda. I didn't know if I loved her -- partly because I just didn't know and partly because every time the thought hovered into view, I dodged it like a videogame missile -- but I liked her enormously. We had fun together, and not simply fun in the bedroom-romp sense. We liked the same movies and TV shows. We were similar enough to get along, but different enough that we didn't bore each other. Sexually, we were thus far unadventurous, but we'd only been sleeping together for a couple of months. There would be time to figure out who would get the sex swing installed in his or her bedroom.

Metaphorically speaking.

Unless Manda was into that. In which case, I suppose I'd give it a shot.

"You should look into acupuncture," Tayvon said. "It helped my hip last year, remember?"

I sighed. Yeah, I remembered. I also remembered that -- like Chinese herbalists -- acupuncturists weren't covered under my exceptionally shitty National Writers' Union health insurance plan. More out-of-pocket bucks for something that might or might not work.

"Or maybe it's all in your head," he went on. "Maybe you're thinking of someone else instead. Like that chick from the gym you told me about...?"

The gym... I checked my cell for the time. Shit! I was late. "I have to go," I told him, hopping up. I tossed a five on the table to cover my tea and tax and tip. "I gotta go."

"See an acupuncturist!" he shouted after me as I rushed off.












































Wherein the Devil Returns at an Inopportune Moment

I made it to Body by You and raced into the men's locker room to change. It's not that I had a class to attend (I hate exercising in general, but I reserve my most fervent ire for group exercise), but that I had my own particular schedule to adhere to.

Which mirrored that of Gym Girl.

I didn't know her real name. More accurately, I couldn't remember her real name. She told it to me the first time we spoke and I promptly forgot it and there had never been a convenient opportunity to say, Er, excuse me, but what's your name again? Because once you've discussed the things we've discussed -- my dating life, my nascent relationship with Manda, my writing; her boyfriend, her family -- it's nearly impossible to go back to introductions. Someday, I hoped, someone else at the gym would mention her name. In the meantime, I just thought of her as Gym Girl. Which was probably sexist, but given that I was already objectifying her from the ends of her sexy, flowing (though sweat-dampened) black hair down past the luxurious curve of her lower back and over the delicate hump of her rump to the feet at the end of her dainty ankles, I would say that a sexist nickname counts as the least of my sins.

It all began about six months earlier, right around the time Fi left. I first noticed Gym Girl in the weight room, doing chest presses on the bench. There's nothing that makes a man feel more manly, I firmly believe, than lifting weights in close proximity to an attractive woman. It's not just the surges of adrenaline or the sweating or the grunting; it's also (maybe even mainly) that the average guy can lift so much more than the average woman that it makes him feel definitively above average. When a woman is bench-pressing forty-five pounds and sees you bench a wholly unimpressive one-fifteen or so, her perspective is not comparing you to other guys. She's comparing you to herself and is impressed by the unimpressive.

Bench-pressing a buck-fifteen in front of Gym Girl made me feel like Arnold Schwarzenegger in his prime.

For a little while there, I simply noticed that she tended to do treadmill/elliptical work on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, and that she appeared in the weight room on Tuesdays and Thursdays. Almost unconsciously, almost without intending to do it, I altered my own workout schedule to match hers. For a few months, we gave each other the occasional nod or polite smile, but then one day -- shortly before I first met Manda, actually -- she left her plates on the bench press bar when she switched over to the hip adduction machine. I knew she was finished with the bench (by this point, I knew her workout routine as well as I knew my own), but I took the opportunity to approach her.

"Excuse me." I waited for her to take out her earbuds. "Are you finished with the bench?"

"Oh!" She grimaced. "Yeah. I'm so sorry. I should have put my plates back. I'll--"

"No, no," said chivalrous I, "I'll get it. It's no big deal." Translation: I am so strong and manly that moving weights is not a problem for me.

"I'm sorry," she said again. "Hey, I have a question."

"Sure."

"That thing you do. That one exercise that's sort of half chin-up, half-upside-down push-up... What's that for?"

"Well," I said, thinking quickly, "that works the back, really. The back and, uh, the shoulders a bit."

I had no idea what that particular exercise did. Tayvon had walked me around the gym one day, showing me how to use the machines and rattling off sets and reps. Since he is built like the love child of Michael Phelps and Taye Diggs, I listened obediently and asked no questions.

"That makes sense," she said thoughtfully. "I'm" and said her name and extended her hand.

I became aware of the fact that we were the only two people in the weight room. I introduced myself and shook her hand and the next thing I knew, we had been talking for at least a half hour. We waved hello in the cardio room the next day and she laughed and said, "Hey, looks like our schedules are in sync!"

Thanks to me, they were, and I did everything in my power to keep them that way. Hence dashing away from Tayvon to go to the gym, where I emerged from the locker room into the cardio room, to find that Gym Girl was on the treadmill today, along with a dozen other huff-and-puffers.

Glorious day -- the only open treadmill was directly behind Gym Girl.

I gave her a wave and a grin, which she returned, and then hopped on the vacant treadmill, which afforded me a distracting view of her rear. I had never really considered myself an ass-man, but Gym Girl's example of assery was enough to make me rethink that position. She peered back at me and I lifted my eyes in plenty of time, pretending to be absorbed in ESPN on the center monitor.

"Smoothies after?" she asked, her face and neck glimmering with a thin sheen of perspiration.

"Sure!" I said. It had become a sort-of ritual for us; once a week, we showered and changed and headed next door to the organic fruit stand, where they made grotesque smoothies that I was happy to pretend to enjoy.

I jogged lightly for a while, reveling in the smooth play of Gym Girl's buttocks in her skin-tight Lycra. It was hypnotic, like the road at night, or a scroll saw. I didn't even realize that the person on the treadmill next to me had been replaced until a familiar voice said, "How have you not closed the deal on this one yet?"

I blinked and shook myself out of my daze. The devil was on the treadmill to my right, walking a lazy one mile per hour, wearing a pair of baggy shorts, a loose-fitting Hawaiian shirt, dark Ray-Bans, and a white fedora with a black band, tilted at a rakish angle. He looked ridiculous and relaxed. 

"Excuse me?" I asked, panicked that someone -- especially Gym Girl -- would overhear.

"You're excused. Why haven't you closed the deal on Ms. Ass 2013 over there?" He gestured, as if I hadn't gotten the point.

I swallowed hard and glanced around. So far, no one had noticed. "Ixnay on the--"

"I hate Pig Latin," the devil said, wrinkling his nose. "Don't worry -- I've got it covered. To the rest of them, you're just jogging along at an oh-so-impressive--" he craned his neck to read my treadmill "--wow, four whole miles an hour, and chatting with the guy next to you about ESPN."

"Oh." That was sort of cool, I had to admit. I told him so.

"Yeah, I know. I have tricks. Comes with the job description and the whole exiled-from-paradise vibe I'm working. I'll ask again: Why. Haven't. You. Hit that. Yet?" With a significant eyebrow-jerk in the direction of the Undulating Ass of Gym Girl.

"She's got a boyfriend."

"I find it interesting that you mention her boyfriend, but not your girlfriend."

"I don't -- I hadn't gotten there yet."

"Oh, forgive me," he said mockingly. "It's just that it sounded like a period at the end of that statement, not a comma."

"And Manda and I haven't even brought up the whole boyfriend/girlfriend thing."

"You've been fucking her steadily for a couple of months. I'd say that puts you in boyfriend territory. But what do I know? I only invented relationships."

"Didn't God do that?"

He waved me off. "I don't have time to explain this to you. The fact remains: Why haven't you made the move? She wants you. It's so obvious."

I swallowed hard. My first instinct was to deny it, but the devil had only given voice to what I suspected already. Gym Girl's conversations with me, the eager look on her face when I showed up at the gym... These things had convinced me a while back that she was interested. So petrified was I of making an unwelcome advance, though, that I persuaded myself that I was wrong, that I was imagining things. She had a long-term boyfriend, for God's sake.

"People cheat," the devil said casually, as if he had read my mind. "It happens."

"Because of you, no doubt."

Had he read my mind?

"I can't really read your mind," he offered, in seeming contradiction. "But I can read you."

"I don't get the distinction."

"That's not my problem. Now, I've done my share of tempting," he admitted with a humble air, "but when you folks stray, it's not all me."

"I know, I know," I said, feigning boredom. "We're just petty, pathetic animals, slaves to our baser instincts--"

"Sure, sure. That's true, too. But I wasn't going to say that. Sometimes it's you-know-who. The Old Man." He pointed straight up.

"God makes people cheat?"

"Your precious Almighty One set things up so that there's seven billion people on this mudball," the devil said with both patience and annoyance. "And then he tells you, 'OK, when you find a good one, pair up for life.' Do you know the odds, on a planet of seven billion people -- where you're separated from the rest of the population by thousands of miles, language barriers, and mismatched technology -- of that first or third or even tenth 'good one' being the one? It's like seven billion to one."

"I don't...think that's quite right. If you multiply--"

He waved me off. "Math's not my strong suit. My point remains: He's set you people up to fail. You have to cheat. The odds are against you. You all meet someone you think is perfect for you and then along comes someone who really is. It's not your fault. You didn't know. You couldn't know! You thought you were in love and doing the right thing, but you don't have any sort of baseline in your DNA that tells you what the fuck is the right thing to do. If you have a problem with cheating," he concluded triumphantly, "blame the Old Man. He's the one who built you people without the necessary emotional and psychic equipment."

It made a horribly disturbing sort of sense, the worst of all the possible kinds of sense.

"So... You're saying I should cheat with her?"

The devil shrugged. "You have free will for a reason, dude. I'm just saying that if you do decide to cheat--" he stared significantly at Gym Girl's ass over his shades "--don't be too hard on yourself or on her." He thought for a moment and then grinned in what I would have thought to be innocent delight if I didn't know who and what he was. "Well, go ahead and be plenty hard on her, if you get my drift."

I looked at her ass again and grinned despite myself. "Hey, by the way, when are you going to make my book a hit?"

But the treadmill next to me was empty.

I shrugged and picked up the pace, running as if I could eventually catch the beguiling ass twitching before me.












































Wherein I Have a Smoothie

Gym Girl emerged, hair still slightly damp, from the women's locker room; her face lit up when she saw me, and I thought again of the devil's admonitions and encouragements. He would not be a very good devil, I supposed, if he couldn't read people. Sense their desires. Intuit and divine their wants and urges. Then again, he would also not be a very good devil if he told the truth about such things.

The devil can quote Scripture for his own purposes, went the old saying. Or was it not just an old saying; was the saying itself actually Scripture? I couldn't remember.

Anyway, I suppose sometimes telling the God's honest truth could be the most evil thing one could do. The fact that the devil clearly wanted me to cheat on Manda with Gym Girl and wanted Gym Girl, coincidentally, to cheat on her boyfriend with me meant that I couldn't allow myself to do it. My resolve was firm.

But that didn't mean I couldn't say yes when she asked, "Still have time for a smoothie today?"

Moments later, we were sitting under an umbrella at 2 Your Health, she with a mango/strawberry/guava smoothie, me with banana/coconut. As she reached up to tie back her hair, her white peasant blouse molded to the contours of her breasts for a delicious, indelible moment. Somewhere, I figured, the devil was laughing.

"How are things with Manda?" she asked and then pointedly sucked on her straw.

And here, I have learned, is the difference between men and women. Never mind the Martian/Venusian dichotomy of Gray's conjecture. Never mind the stand-up comics' laments about the asking or not asking of directions. Never mind any of it.

The difference between men and women is this: When a man is in a relationship and considering cheating, he wants to talk about anything in the world but his relationship. When a woman is in a relationship and considering cheating, she will gladly talk about her relationship, his relationship, whatever.

"It's because," the devil said, pulling up a chair to join us, "she wants you to understand that she's in a relationship, but it's not ideal. So she's open to something better, but she's not going to make the first move. Rather, for her, this is the first move. It's about as aggressive as most women get. She's saying, 'I'm desirable, and here's my proof, so why not do something about it?'"

I nearly choked on my smoothie.

"Are you all right?" Gym Girl asked, concerned. She looked right through the devil, at what must have appeared to her as empty air. "Is there a bee or something?"

The devil now whipped off his shades and leaned back in his chair, appraising her openly, his eyes traveling from head to toe and back. "You have good taste; I'll give you that. And, yes, I've made it so she can't see or hear me, and if you keep gaping at me like a redneck seeing his first black guy in a suit, you're going to have her thinking you're prone to seizures. Which is not sexy."

I blinked as though chasing away a sudden daydream and gave Gym Girl my full attention and my biggest smile. "Sorry. I got distracted for a second."

"She asked how things were with Manda," the devil said helpfully.

"So, Manda," I segued smoothly. "Things are fine." Fine was a nice, neutral word. It implied that I was capable of being in a relationship and that I valued my relationship, but not that I was so desperately in love that I wouldn't be interested in trading up, should it become a possibility. "How about you guys?"

She sighed a little more elaborately than necessary, causing shifting shadows along and beneath her peasant blouse. "I don't know. I mean, we sleep together more nights than we don't--"

Something I didn't really need to know.

"--but I'm just not sure we're connecting, you know?"

"Translation:" said the devil, "'I am a woman who likes sex, and I'm looking for better. Feel free to test this.'"

"That's too bad," I said. "You mean, uh, connecting physically or emotionally or--"

"I don't know," she said, while the devil stared at me, gape-mouthed. "We still talk and we have fun together, but there are times when I just don't know."

"Are you insane?" the devil demanded. "Why are you asking her anything other than 'My place or yours?'"

"How long have you guys been together?" I asked.

"About ten months," she said. "So it's serious, I guess, but I don't know if it can get more serious or not, you know what I mean?"

I didn't, but I nodded anyway.

"I'm going to show you what you're missing," the devil said, outraged, and in that instant, Gym Girl's clothes became completely transparent.

Not invisible; transparent. So I could still make out the general outline, including, now, her bra, but I could see right through it all. I swallowed hard and nearly choked again.

"Are you all right?" she asked. I couldn't speak; I must have been the only one who could see through her clothes because she didn't react to the sudden debut of her nipples. "Do you need some water? I'm going to get you some water." And then she stood up and I saw that she trimmed her pubic hair into a slender, decorative strip.

She walked inside to the counter, the devil and me watching as she went.

"Look at that ass!" the devil exclaimed. "That ass is made for fucking and yet you, my friend, are not fucking it. And those tits! Bigger than Manda's, more firm than Fi's... This is a win-win for you."

"I can't," I managed. "I can't cheat on Manda." I lowered my voice and leaned back, careful not to let anyone notice me badgering the empty chair beside me. "It's wrong."

"Oh, it's wrong. I get it. Of course. How silly of me. And in the entire history of the world, no one has ever done anything wrong. And those that have always get caught and punished."

"Stop it."

"Maybe the wrong thing is staying faithful to a woman you're not even sure you love--"

"What are you doing to me?"

"Tempting you, duh. It's in the job description."

"Well, stop it. I'm not going to let you goad me into making a move on her."

"Why not? Why the hell not? What is wrong with you?"

"I have morals," I hissed to him.

"Says the man who sold his soul to the devil."

He had me there. But, I realized, I had him, too. "Exactly! You already have my soul! What else could you possibly want from me?"

"I don't have it yet," the devil said, and then disappeared again before I could say anything more.












































Wherein I Double-Check My Contract

I had already taken a shower at the gym, but when I got home from my smoothie-break with Gym Girl (with her clothing having become opaque again once the devil vanished, I found I could speak intelligently again), I took another one.

A cold one.

A very, very cold one.

Manda would probably come over again tonight; my ego and my sanity could not survive another Night of Flaccidity. I needed everything in operating order and I wasn't going to ruin a bout of actual sex with another bout of fantasy sex, no matter how well-stoked my imaginary fires by the image of Gym Girl through her clothes.

(I really -- I noted to myself -- needed to figure out her name one of these days. There had to be a way.)

I stepped frigid and sodden from the shower and toweled off. What, I wondered, had the devil meant when he said that he didn't have my soul "yet?" I had signed the contract. So why hadn't he taken my soul? What was holding him back?

After getting dressed, I dug around in the pile of paperwork on my desk until I found my copy of the contract. It hadn't changed at all:

CONTRACT

I, Randall Banner, do hereby sell my soul to the devil in exchange for a hit book.

Underneath, two scrawls: Mine and the devil's.

There wasn't a lot of room for maneuvering. No fine print. Not even any lines to read between. So why didn't the devil own my soul yet? What was I missing?

I flopped down on the bed and held the contract at arm's-length, staring at it more than actually reading it, willing answers to tumble out of the paper and fall into my eyes, but nothing changed.

The devil's signature was totally illegible, but I couldn't imagine that this would invalidate the contract. If that was the case, then no doctor alive could ever be pinned down, contractually. I tried to piece out the scrawl, but could only locate what I thought was an F and something that looked like a B.

Lucifer? Beelzebub? Neither one fit. Both fit. Maybe it was all of his names.

We are Legion.

Ugh.

I put the contract aside and turned on the TV for background noise, but all I could find was a one-hour "docu-special" about the disappearance of Lacey Simonson. It was too depressing to watch, but I felt guilty at the prospect of channel-surfing away to find something to laugh at.

Finally, I decided that I needed to get out of the apartment for a while, so I headed to Construct with my laptop. Lovely Rita waved to me and I gave her all the change in my pocket, then spent the next couple of hours at a corner table, pretending to write, but in reality updating my website, composing blog entries, and obsessively checking to see if anyone had posted new reviews of my books on Goodreads.

There were no new ones, but there was an old one from a few months back that I'd somehow missed. It was a one-star review for my debut novel, Night/Light. It rambled for a while about how bad the book was and ended thus:

"...and while it might be petty to complain about the title on top of everything else, I have to: Nowhere in the book is a nightlight ever even mentioned. Did Banner read his own book???"

I gripped the edge of the table and commanded myself not to log in and click "Comment" and write something like:

"Dear Reviewer: The real problem with this book is that you are clearly not smart enough to read it. The title isn't Nightlight. It's Night/Light, and if you'd actually paid attention to the words while you were sounding them out, you would have realized that it refers to the dual nature of the protagonist's relationship to oh hell just go fuck yourself."

Manfully, I resisted.

On the way out of Construct, I gave Lovely Rita the change I'd accumulated inside. She smiled and said, "Bless you!" which made me feel surly for some reason. Maybe because a kind, docile old homeless lady could bless me as much as she wanted, but the fact remained that I had sold my soul. Just because the devil hadn't claimed it yet didn't change anything. I was impervious to blessings.

I was damned.

By my own hand.












































Wherein My Agent Takes Me to Lunch 

Maudlin and unproductive days followed, leavened only by hellos to and from Gym Girl at the gym, a phone call from Tayvon, and a night with Manda during which my previously unhelpful member recalled his duty and performed his primary (and most enjoyable) function with aplomb and vigor.

My agent, Sam, took me to lunch on a Wednesday at his favorite restaurant, an exclusive little bistro in the west eighties. Sam is roughly 927 years old, give or take a couple of decades. I believe it's possible he was, in fact, the very first literary agent ever.

He spent our lunch barking into his Blackberry and texting on his iPhone, usually alternately, but sometimes simultaneously. I ordered a pretentiously overpriced hamburger with avocado and some kind of pesto mayonnaise, with a side of truffle fries. I rationalized it away by reminding myself that Sam was paying for it. As the burger arrived, I remembered that he deducted expenses from my royalty checks, so really, ultimately, wasn't I paying thirty bucks for a burger and fries?

I chewed. Well, they were good, at least.

"How's the new book coming along?" Sam asked, taking a momentary break from his electronic manipulations to stuff some ahi tuna salad into his mouth. I wondered briefly if I would end up paying for that, too.

"Well, fine," I answered automatically, wincing deep inside. Untitled Manuscript wasn't coming along at all. It had hardly begun. I had half of a first chapter and some scattered scenes, nothing more. "It's a little slow early on, but it's coming together." The best lies are leavened with truth.

"Good. Good. I think this will be the one to break you out." He said it in an utterly convincing tone and if he hadn't said the exact same thing in the exact same tone about my other books, there was a chance I would have even believed him. He pointed around us at the walls. "This artwork," he said, "is worth two, three million dollars. It's all original--"

"Look," I told him, "I wanted to tell you something that might end up being pretty cool."

He arched an eyebrow, a Sam-sign I recognized as meaning, You have intrigued me. Speak. I quickly explained how Fi was now Kiki's agent. "I always thought that Kiki Newman would be perfect for Laura in Flash/Back. What if we got the book to her through Fiona and--"

Sam shrugged. "We could do that. But I already have Malcolm and Crystyl working on movie stuff for that book. They have some very promising leads right now."

Every time I wanted to bring up Hollywood, Sam would invoke Malcolm and Crystyl, his theatrical co-agents, who were -- according to Sam -- "working very, very hard" and "very, very close" to a big deal for me. I had never heard of any big movie deals from the Samuel Stein Literary Agency, though.

I suspected I never would.

"If we just get the book to Kiki," I pressed. "Hell, if she just carries it somewhere and the paparazzi shoots a picture of her holding it, that would boost sales and get some buzz going."

"Let's think about it," Sam said, frowning, though whether from my insistence or the cherry-almond risotto he'd just taken a bite of, I couldn't say. "You should be focused on the new book. And Down/Town comes out in a few months. Very exciting!"

Down/Town. My latest book. Technically, part of the story is set "downtown," but not in any sort of major metropolis. Rather, it's the story of a small-town mayor, trapped in a loveless, sexless marriage. He's made the decision to sacrifice his personal happiness for his future political ambitions...but as becomes obvious throughout the book, he really has no greater political future. The same lack of ambition and confidence that keeps him yoked to his wife also makes him unsuitable for higher office. I spend most of the book persuading the reader that this depressed ("down") mayor is going to make a big move. He's going to divorce his wife and finally make a play for the big time. But by the end, he's heading back home, having decided only to run for mayor again.

One of my early readers said the ending is like "being jabbed in the gut with a fireplace poker." I loved that comment. That's exactly what I wanted people to feel. To really identify with the hopelessness and despair.

It was difficult to be too excited about its pub date, when I knew what would happen already. I'd played this game before. There would be decent early reviews, saying things like, "Banner once again shows why he has and deserves his rabidly loyal cult following." There would be a lone starred review, probably from Booklist. Kirkus would trash the book, but Kirkus trashed everything I wrote, so I no longer cared. And a feminist blog would call me a misogynist for my portrayal of the main character's mother. Then, after a roughly week-long spike in blog reviews and e-mails from readers, things would settle down to normal, and it would be as though the book had never even been published.

"This one..." Sam said. "There's something different about this one. It's going to be big, I can tell."

I wondered what the devil would say about that. And in wondering, I realized something.

Maybe Down/Town would be big. Maybe it would be huge. Maybe this was the book that the devil would make gigantic, and it would change everything. And maybe then he would take my soul. Could that be it? The wording of the contract... "in exchange for a hit book..." Maybe they had to happen at the same time. Maybe that was it. Maybe when Down/Town came out, it would be gigantic and that's when my soul would be forfeit. How exciting. How terrifying.

"I have some news," Sam said, with a sly grin. I held my breath. What did he know? Down/Town wasn't out for months, but the big chains and most of the indies would have already placed their orders. Maybe the orders were bigger than usual. Maybe my publisher had finally pried open the purse strings and decided to do some actual promotion and marketing for the book.

"I made my first seven-figure deal," Sam told me, now full-on smiling. Suddenly the smile collapsed and he touched his Bluetooth earpiece. "What?" he snapped. "Tell them that if we don't get separate accounting we'll go to Harper. This is bullshit. I've done ten deals with her and if she doesn't bend a little on this one, ten is where it ends. Got it? I am so excited about this!" The last sentence was for me, I realized.

"Seven figures, huh?" I asked, trying to be enthusiastic. The closest I'd ever come to seven figures was low six figures, and even that was for two books combined.

"It's for Carter's new book." Carter Harrington was a well-known crime writer. You've seen him on all the usual news shows. "Isn't that great news?"

"Sure is." For Carter? Definitely. For Sam, who would get fifteen percent (plus expenses!) of seven figures? Definitely.

I couldn't figure out how this was great news for me, though, and that's pretty much all I cared about.

Still. Down/Town. As Sam returned to his orgy of texting and barking, I pondered the possible fate of my new book and of my soul. It would be worth it, I thought. It would definitely be worth it.

Right?

Yes.

I thought.












































Wherein I Look at Pregnant, Tattooed Women

Manda, astride, ground herself lazily against me, shuddering through a series of small orgasms, her eyes closed, head flung back, nails lightly raking my chest. I thumbed her hard nipples.

It was not enough to make me come, not even enough to stimulate me -- just enough to keep me hard, though not really involved, and I found myself flickering through women as though on a psychic rolodex, flipping past Manda to Fi, then Kiki Newman, then Gym Girl, imagining them all doing to me what Manda was doing at that moment, having seen all of them naked (though Kiki Newman only on-screen, of course). That sudden burst of mental stimulation almost drove me over the edge, so I came back to the present, to the here and now, and focused anew.

"Did you come?" she asked me suddenly.

I hadn't, but I realized that I was now so distracted that it would be nearly impossible for it to happen. "Yes," I lied. She would have no way of knowing what I had or had not expelled into my condom.

Soon, we lay in bed next to each other, the windows open on a rare cool-ish July evening, recounting our days to each other. Mine had been the usual: Construct, a couple of bucks handed to Lovely Rita, fruitless staring at the laptop while words fervently and obstinately refused form themselves on the screen. Had the devil agreed to make a hit book for me, only to strike me with a stage-four, terminal case of writer's block?

(I told Manda everything but that last bit.)

"Why are you having so much trouble, do you think?" she asked gently, stroking my upper arm with the pads of her fingers; it was one of the most soothing sensations I'd ever felt and I almost fell asleep with the sheer pleasure of it.

"I don't know." But I did. I knew. I knew exactly what the problem was. I had known the first day I sat down to begin working on this book, and the problem wasn't going away any time soon. It was that I knew the book too well. And according to Tayvon...

"You're crazy to write this book," he'd told me. "No one wants to read this stuff."

"That's perfect," I had responded. "No one has read any of my other books, either."

I changed the subject. "Tell me about your day."

"There's a new vendor on the site and we're rolling out a whole sub site for them. Custom UI. Custom UX. The whole deal." She proceeded to rattle off a combination of anagrams and numbers that I neither understood nor recognized. I nodded along with her, nearly lulled to sleep by the technobabble, eyes glazed, until she said, "I guess I could just show you."

Moments later, she dragged my laptop over to the bed and took me to http://www.mommytobeeyotch.com/preggers. I stared at the screen and the image of a heavily-tattooed woman with a distended belly wearing what could only be described as a hinged leather bra.

"I don't get it," I admitted.

"It's a nursing bra," Manda explained.

I stared again. "Isn't the baby going to poke an eye out on one of the spikes?"

Manda gnawed at her lower lip. "They're not actually metal. They're rubber."

"Still."

She shrugged. "I don't use this stuff. I just make it look good online."

And it did, in fact, look good. Manda wasn't the product photographer, but she selected which photos to use and their presentation. I usually found nothing particularly sexy about pregnancy or tattoos or the sorts of hard-eyed glares evinced by the mommytobeeyotch.com models, but somehow Manda's efforts made them seem as wholesomely desirable as corn-fed Nebraska farm girls in halter tops and cut-off jeans.

"Someone likes what he sees," Manda cooed, slipping a hand under the sheet to grasp my tumescence with gasp-inducing firmness. "Second go-round. Momma likes." She threw back the sheet and ducked her head down and a few licks and a condom later I was atop her, thrusting and groaning my way to a (genuine this time) orgasm.

Afterwards, we lay entangled together in drowsy perfection, murmuring to one another, and I was seized by an urge even more powerful than the mating urge, an impulse to say the three words to Manda, to tell her I loved her. So strong was this impetuous impetus that I actually lost track of the thread of our whispered conversation, lost track even of my own location in space and time, forgetting for a moment where and when I was, who I was, thinking only that I needed to tell this woman lying beside me that I loved her.

An oxytocin haze? A momentary lapse of reason? A reaction to a sudden fear of being alone?

The real thing?

I did not know. And, in not knowing, I could not and did not act. With all my strength and all my focus, I forced myself not to tell her I loved her.

Manda snuggled against my chest. I kissed the top of her head and drifted off to sleep.












































Wherein I Lay Awake All Night

And yet I didn't. Sleep, that is. For a protracted moment, I felt as though I might fall asleep, and for another moment I felt as though I had. But both moments passed.

Some nights, I just can't sleep. No matter what I do. No matter what I don't do.

When I was a kid and I had a night like that, I would lie on my back and stare up at the ceiling and conjure fantasies of being an adult. Of being a Writer. I would compose magazine and TV interviews in my head, wherein I always came across as erudite and droll, even before I knew what those words meant. I would imagine my life: days spent writing, my books in airport bookstores and on every shelf and on every bestseller list. Usually, those night-time daydreams kept me awake even longer, but eventually they relaxed me enough to let me drift off to sleep.

So as an adult, it's no surprise that I often found myself returning, reflexively, to the same fantasies that had worked so well when I was young. But as an adult, as someone confronted with the reality of "being a writer," those fantasies became more and more outlandish and absurd. With four books in print, it was ridiculous to imagine myself on the bestseller lists, winning awards, on airport bookshelves. That was not me. And there was no evidence on the horizon to indicate that it ever would be me.

Far from comforting and lulling me into sleep, those old fantasies now aroused my fears, my bitterness, my self-loathing, and kept me up far, far later into the night.

What no one ever tells you about publishing is this: As soon as your first book comes out -- before it comes out, even -- dreams start to die with frightening and implacable regularity.

Your first book does well, but not well enough. And now even if you hit every bestseller list on the planet with subsequent books, the fact of the matter is that the fantasy of hitting the grand slam on your first at-bat is now permanently dead. And such is the case with every possible milestone missed thereafter. The first review is positive, but not glowing? Well, then any number of effusive reviews can't make up for the fact that the dream -- long-held through years of childhood and young adult-hood -- of a brain-smashingly good first review is now dead, too, with no hopes of resurrection.

And so on: First signing. (No one shows up.) First panel appearance. (Ditto. And the moderator gets your book's title wrong.) First interview.  (Typos in the transcription make you look like an idiot.) And those are only the dreams of firsts that die. Dreams of seconds and thirds die, too. The human mind and imagination being what they are, dead dreams decay and moulder, fertilizing the soil from which new dreams grow.

Those dreams die, too.

"My first book didn't hit the bestseller list, but now I can dream that the second one will."

And it doesn't. And it didn't. And it never will.

Sometimes it's difficult to remember that you're a failure when -- to the outside world -- you have the trappings of success.

People see my life -- my bossless, set-your-own-agenda life; a life in which I make shit up and get paid for it -- and they assume I've succeeded. They assume I've achieved what I want to achieve.

Of course, I haven't. My books barely break even. I have fewer than four thousand followers on Twitter. I live advance-to-advance, although I occasionally miss, dipping into my credit cards to keep myself buoyed until the next check.

It's not a successful lifestyle, but compared to the workaday world of most people, it appears successful. And the thing is, when people treat you like a success, it's often difficult not to fall into the pernicious self-delusion that you are a success.

Fortunately, the world has a way of reminding you. Heaping failure upon failure. Throwing the success of others into your face at every turn.

And, yes, apparently, conjuring the devil in a coffee shop to barter for your soul in exchange for the much-craved, elusive, glorious success.

Manda rolled away from me in her sleep. I wondered why I couldn't tell her that I loved her. Why had I resisted? Maybe the conjoined facts that I could resist and did resist meant that I didn't truly love her.

I wished I knew. I wished I knew so much. I wanted to know if I loved and what love was. I wanted to know why my dreams were dead and washed into the gutters like filthy street snow. I wanted to know: Why not me? In my darkest hours, my coldest, most private hours, it was a plaintive and whining infant's cry from my heart to my throat: Why not me? Why not? Why was I not good enough? Why did the world not care enough? Why not me? Why. Not. Me?

In that moment in the dark, in the middle of the night, alone in my bed though companioned, I would have sold my soul to the devil for the answers.

If I hadn't done so already.












































Wherein I Try to Write

Staring at the laptop screen at Construct, The Ramones blaring in the background, I tried to make words. The words scoffed and refused to come.

"Writer's block, huh?" the devil said, plopping down in the seat across from me. "That must suck. Myself, I am an endless fount of creativity and boundless energy." He yawned and stretched with bombast.

"I'm not blocked," I said, not entirely sure I was lying. "Writer's block is for wannabes. I'm a professional, man. I get shit done."

He raised an eyebrow. "Clearly."

The problem was not writer's block. Not exactly. Not as I understood it. Writer's block was when you didn't know what to write. I knew exactly what to write. I knew my characters, my scenes, my plot, my overall story arc. I knew the beginning, the middle, and the end.

I just couldn't bring myself to type the words. Maybe Tayvon was right. Maybe this was too much. Maybe I was an idiot to think that I could attack something so large and break it down into words.

"You think it's so easy?" I sulked, turning the laptop to him. "You do it, then."

The devil recoiled as though my laptop had been dipped in holy water. "No thanks. It has to be you, man. You have to be the one to write it."

Something occurred to me then. I snapped shut the laptop and leaned over the table at him. "It has to be me? Is this the book, then? This one that I'm working on? Is it going to be the book that makes me rich and famous?"

The devil squirmed a bit, uncomfortable for the first time since I'd met him. "Look, I can't see the future. I just have...I have a near-perfect vision of the now, is all."

"What is that supposed to mean?"

"I don't see the future. But if you give me a set of circumstances, a set of guides and potentials... I pretty much know the outcome. Not the details, not always -- but the broad strokes."

"So, like, if I showed you a movie trailer, you could tell me if it was going to be a hit or not?"

He pushed away from the table and stood. "I'm not a fucking second-story walk-up psychic, Randy. Cut the bullshit and get to work. You need to write this book on your own."

"Why?"

"Just...write the fucking book already, OK?"

He left me there alone, thinking.

So... The book -- the "hit book" -- for which I'd sold my soul was not written yet. I had thought that maybe one of my books already in print -- maybe even the book about to come out, Down/Town -- would experience a sudden boost in popularity and sales. But no. It would be the next book, the one I was (allegedly) working on right now.

The one I couldn't write, no matter how hard I tried.

Did the devil know that? Had he known when we signed the contract that I was having trouble, that my doubts and fears made it likely that he would never have to live up to his end of the bargain?

Well, of course he'd known -- he was the devil, after all! The whole thing had been a put-on, a sting, a way for him to swipe my soul without having to pony up anything on his side. I'd been cheated, and I couldn't even get mad about it; how could I expect anything less from the devil?

And yet...

And yet, I felt no different. And hadn't the devil told me that he hadn't taken my soul?

What if he couldn't take my soul until I finished the book? What if some set of invisible scales had to be balanced, and in order for the devil to get what he wanted, he had to give me what I demanded?

The implications were many and varied. Too many to sort through and comprehend. I left Construct, handing a five to Lovely Rita on my way to the gym.












































Wherein I tell Gym Girl a Secret

On the treadmill, I had a choice between watching a gargantuan ass on the machine in front of me or watching one of three TV screens: music videos, ESPN, or Fox News. I chose the least and more interesting of three evils: Fox. (Yes, the politics were execrable, but I couldn't stand music videos and sports bored the hell out of me.)

Gym Girl was three treadmills down to my left, out of casual eyeshot, hence my focus on the TV, where Lacey Simonson's mother was being interviewed for what had to be the eight hundredth time since her daughter's disappearance. By this point, the woman must have been a media professional.

"Lacey was just the sweetest girl," she said, and I believed her, but I also wondered how convenient and coincidental it was that no one abducted was ever a prick or a bitch. "She loved her new puppy, Baxter, and she was so excited about her first year of college. Whoever took her--" and here she looked directly into the camera "--please be good to her. Be good to my Lacey. She's a good person and she deserves to be treated well."

I couldn't take it any more; I took out my headphones and ran full-tilt for a couple of minutes until I had trouble breathing and my ribs started to complain.

"How long will you be?"

I almost slid off the treadmill at the sound of Gym Girl's voice at my left shoulder. She'd come up to my treadmill while I was running.

I glanced at my timer and quickly covered it with my towel. It read thirty minutes. "Five minutes," I told her.

"Great. Got time for a drink today?"

"Sure. I'll meet you over there."

"Why don't we meet at Eileen's instead?"

I absorbed that -- Eileen's was a nearby bar. No juice or smoothies in sight.

"See you there," I said casually, as though we met there all the time, as though the thought of Gym Girl drunk did nothing to me.

I quick-walked for five more minutes just to make it look good, then hit the showers. By the time I got to Eileen's, Gym Girl was already waiting for me at a table in the back, running her index finger through the condensation along the sweating neck of a Corona. It was somehow the most sensuous thing I'd ever seen.

I ordered a Scotch and soda and joined her, aware suddenly of the dark, cramped intimacy of Eileen's, as compared to the open-airiness of 2 Your Health. It felt less like two gym buddies hanging out and more like a date. I suddenly wondered if I should/were expected to pick up the tab.

"That poor girl," she said suddenly, and I turned in my seat to see -- of course -- an image of Lacey Simonson on the TV over the bar. This time it was CNN. "What do you think happened to her?"

I had my thoughts. Most everyone did. The odds of a young, pretty girl like Lacey Simonson still being in any recognizable condition more than a month after her abduction were as long and as slim as Gym Girl's perfect legs. The things that most likely had been done to her were not really fit for mixed company.

I settled on the logical outcome, skipping the sordid details. "She's most likely dead," I said as soberly as I could. And horrifically raped, sodomized, tortured, and mutilated, I did not add.

Gym Girl nodded with grim agreement. "Yeah, I think so, too. And her poor mother is on the news every five minutes, talking to the camera like she's still alive, like the person who took her would even care what the mother has to say in the first place. James -- that's my boyfriend -- he thinks the mother's an idiot."

She always clarified James's status whenever we spoke. As though she thought I needed reminding. Or maybe as though she thought she needed reminding.

"She's not an idiot. I understand her impulse. In a situation like that, you never want to give up. Even when you should."

"I guess what I don't understand is why the news keeps putting her on."

"Because it's an excuse to keep showing pictures of Lacey. And she's a pretty white girl, so it helps ratings." It came out more cynical than I'd intended, but Gym Girl flashed a quick, sad smile.

"Yeah. Isn't that terrible? If she was black or ugly, no one would care."

And there we sat, two attractive white people bonding over our mutual concern for the ugly and the minorities. We stayed mute for long, uncomfortable moments.

"Are you working on a book right now?" she asked at last, leaning in close. I flashed back to her in a similar position the other day, her clothing made invisible by the machinations of the devil.

"I'm always working on a book," I said expansively. It was both a lie and the truth. I may not have been actually writing anything more than a sentence or two a day, but my mind was always chewing over some project or another.

"What's it about?" she asked.

I opened my mouth to answer and realized that I couldn't. It's not that I didn't know what the book was about -- of course I did -- but rather that I found that I couldn't articulate it in any coherent and minimal fashion. Authors are often told to be prepared to explain their books in no more than a sentence or two -- the so-called "elevator pitch" -- but in this instance, I couldn't. I couldn't even explain it to myself with such brevity.

"It's tough to explain," I told her. "I'm sort of having a lot of trouble with it." It was the first time I'd said so out loud. (More accurately, it was the first time I'd said so out loud for someone else to hear, having groaned and moaned and whimpered it aloud to myself many, many times before.) "I mean, I'm usually pretty fast. At writing, I mean. But this one... Even my best friend in the world thinks I'm wasting my time with it."

"So you can explain it to him, but not to me?"

She had me there. When I'd first told Tayvon about the new book, I thought he'd be excited by it. So it had been easy to let it gush out of me. But when he'd told me not to bother, it choked something inside me. I just couldn't talk about it. Couldn't express it vocally.

Or with a keyboard, apparently.

"It's nothing personal," I told her. "I just--"

"No, no, it's OK. But why are you having so much trouble with this book?"

"I don't know." But I did know, and even though I hadn't said as much to Manda or Sam or even to Fi, I found myself spilling my guts to Gym Girl:

"I feel like it's too...big for me. I feel like I'm attempting something beyond the reaches of my talent, you know? Like I'm a midget who wants to play basketball, I guess. Is that un-PC? Is it OK to say 'midget?'"

"I think it's 'little person,'" she offered with a saucy smile. I'm not sure why the smile was saucy at that particular moment, but it was.

"You know, 'little person' sounds more offensive to me than midget or dwarf. Am I crazy?"

"No. I see what you mean."

"I mean... dwarf and midget... Those are words, with definite meanings. Singular words. 'Little person' sounds like... You're just modifying 'person.' As though a midget or a dwarf isn't a real person. They're a little person."

"It's like if you called women 'vaginal people,'" she said, and giggled.

I made a mental note that in the totality of our relationship (such as it was) to date, neither of us had mentioned reproductive body parts. She was the first. I don't know why I noticed or remembered such things, but I did, and I assigned importance to them simply because I did notice and remember them.

"You're right," I told her, holding up my glass for a toast. "To vaginal people!" We clinked glasses. I knew it to be impossible, but in that moment I felt as though a brief, sharp spark of current leapt between the glasses at their impact.

Later, I picked up the tab. It felt like the right thing to do, though I couldn't say why.












































Wherein the Devil Calls Me a Sap

"You're a sap," the devil said, appearing next to me on my walk home from Eileen's. I was slightly buzzed and for a moment I wasn't entirely sure if he was really there or not.

"Why am I a sap?"

"Paying for drinks like that. And you didn't even get any action."

"I was just being nice," I said defensively.

"No, you weren't. You were caught in some bullshit crossfire between chivalry and a desperate need to get into her pants."

"You've seen her. Wouldn't you want to get into her pants, too?"

The devil snorted. "Man, I want to get into everyone's pants. And I will. Trust me on that. But just 'cause I said you're desperate doesn't mean I'm not right, too."

I paused at the door to my building, rooting out my keys. "Yeah, I want to sleep with her. So what? I'm a human being, not an animal."

"The two are the same fucking thing. Do none of you read Darwin anymore?"

"Whatever."

"Oh, 'whatever!'" he chortled as we climbed the stairs to my apartment. "The great human comeback! Such wit! Such pith! Dude, she totally wants to bone you. She touched you on the hand, like, five times over the course of three drinks. She's the one who suggested drinks. She leaned over the table four times because she knows how good her goodies look when she does that. Right now she's on the subway home, wondering if you're blind, gelded, or gay."

I stopped inside the entrance to my apartment. "Really?"

He threw his hands up in the air. "I don't know what she's thinking right now! I'm speculating! But it's informed speculation! Trust me!"

Trust the devil.

"Why should I trust you when you haven't lived up to your end of the contract yet?"

This seemed to surprise him. He blinked and then held up a lecturing finger and said, "Regarding the contract--" but got no further because I slammed the door in his face.












































Wherein I Write. For Real. 

I had only two dollars in my wallet the next day as I headed into Construct, but I happily gave them both to Lovely Rita, who smiled her tooth-deficient smile and said, "Happy tappy!" which was her little rhyming way of telling me to have a good day writing. I returned the smile, though inwardly I cringed at the very thought of tapping those damned, recalcitrant keys.

The counter-folk at Construct were cool, but generally not shy about showing their disdain if you tried to use a credit card for something as petty as a cup of coffee. Now cash-less, I could not abide José's guaranteed sneer, so I bought three bottles of water, two bagels (with no cream cheese -- my gut still recoiled at the thought), a homemade brownie in plastic wrap, and a cup of coffee, then decamped with my provisions to a table in the furthest corner of the back room.

The brownie had walnuts in it. I hated walnuts.

Now, as to what happened next... I'm not sure where to lay the blame/credit. Maybe it was spilling my guts to Gym Girl the previous night. Maybe I was just finally Ready. Or maybe -- just maybe -- my rage at the walnuts jarred something loose that morning.

Whatever it was or wasn't, know this: I wrote.

I mean, I really, really wrote.

The devil occasionally popped by to take a bite of one of the bagels, but I ignored him because as soon as I flipped up the lid of my laptop, I felt something different and strange and strong.

My fingertips hit the keys and, yeah, it was Happy Tappy Time for a while there. I tap-tapped and the world melted away until all I could see was the screen and the keyboard, and the next thing I knew, the coffee was gone and I had drunk all of the water, devoured the bagels, and even eaten all of the brownie around and between the walnuts. The light filtering in through Construct's flier-and-poster-be-decked windows had changed its slant and its intensity, and many of the people who had been slogging along with me when I'd arrived had now left, replaced by a new coterie of night-time laptop warriors.

Despite my two bagels and three bottles of water and cup of coffee and most-of-a-brownie, my stomach complained. A glance at the clock told me why: It was long past breakfast, long past lunch. Well nigh on dinnertime, in fact. I had been writing in a sort of auto-hypnotic state for hours.

I checked my daily word count and then checked it again, certain that I'd mis-read it.

On an average writing day, I usually write somewhere in the neighborhood of a thousand words. On a good day, I might go as high as fifteen hundred. Usually those words are of middling to decent quality, requiring several rounds of massage before they're in any sort of condition to be enjoyed by anyone.

But that day, sitting in Construct, fueled by bottled water and coffee and bagels and chocolate... That day, I somehow wrote ten thousand words.

And they were good words. Scanning over them quickly, I found myself absorbed in my own writing in a way that -- in all honesty -- rarely if ever happened. I had literally just written these words and yet I couldn't get enough of them, reading them over and over again.

Something had clicked. The dam had been burst. Whichever pathetic, overused cliché you prefer, go ahead and use it -- I was free. The blockages that had kept me from working on this book for so long had dissolved.

Normally, I would call a ten thousand word day a good one and give myself the evening off. Instead, I ordered up some dinner and hit the keyboard again.

The day topped out at close to seventeen thousand words.

Good ones.












































Wherein I Speak to My Father 

Maybe it was some sort of karmic balance for a good -- nay, extraordinary -- day at the keyboard, but that night, as I tossed my laptop bag onto the kitchen table and collapsed on the sofa, my father called.

It's not that I mind speaking to my father. Or that I dislike him. It's just that we have nothing in common.

My father has two loves in this world: professional hockey and masturbation. I'm not sure which one is more embarrassing. I guess the one he talks about the most.

Which would be masturbation. My father will speak at fulsome length about the joys of onanism. He will discuss in intimate detail the distinctions between various lubes, ointments, salves, and gels. He discourses on the complex dexterity required to fast-forward and rewind porn without "missing a beat." Yes, he actually said "missing a beat." With no trace of irony, as best I could tell.

My father has had three wives, including my mother. The last one had the decency to die before she could leave him like the first two. He lived down South, where it was warmer, and his continued existence was a sort of cautionary tale to me. When Fi had left, I'd been terrified that my future would roll out before me like my father's -- that I would be alone. Then Manda came along and dispelled that particular fear, though Dad's occasional phone calls served as reminders of how close to the abyss I had -- and still could -- come.

Once his life became, by necessity, sexless, he re-discovered that very special joy usually reserved for adolescent boys clutching their first boners. The man is the founder and administrator of the Jocelyn Elders Fan Page on Facebook. I wish I were making this up, but I'm not.

"Hi, Dad," I said.

"How are you?" he asked.

"I'm good." I stood up. I always felt the need to pace when talking to my father. "Busy."

"Still writing books?"

I thumped my head lightly against the wall. "Yeah, Dad. Still writing books." I'd been writing professionally and exclusively for five years. I had sent my father hardcover editions of all of my books. Somehow he didn't get it.

"I was just calling to check in on you. See how you're doing."

"I'm good," I said again, circumnavigating my tiny apartment.

"Still not seeing that Fiona?"

"Right, Dad. Still not seeing Fiona. I'm seeing Manda now."

"That Fiona--" (for reasons I could never understand, Dad always called her "that Fiona") "--I don't mind telling you: She was one hot number. You did well there, I'll tell you."

"Uh...thanks?"

"I have to admit: I rubbed a few out thinking about her in that little denim skirt she wore that time I came out to visit."

"Actually, that's something you really don't have to admit, Dad."

I could almost hear his shrug. "I'm just saying. That Fiona was a hell of a little number."

"I'm aware."

"And you saw her naked!" He paused. "You did see her naked, right?"

I looked around the apartment. There on the kitchen counter was my big carving knife. It would look good buried in my skull right about now, I thought. The idea that both my father and I had masturbated to thoughts of my ex-girlfriend was just too much to handle. What was that even called? I don't think the Greeks had a tragedy for it.

"Dad, I'm not going to talk to you about seeing my girlfriend naked."

"Who asked you about that?" Dad roared, offended. "What kind of pervert do you think I am? She's not your girlfriend anymore. There's nothing wrong with talking about that. It's what men do. It's not like I'm asking about Amanda."

"Manda, Dad. And no, it's not what men do. Men do not describe their ex-girlfriends' bodies to their fathers so that their fathers can--" I couldn't believe I had to say it "--use them for wank-fodder."

"I don't know when you became such a Victorian," Dad complained. "You must get it from your mother."

"I must."

"Did you see the Canucks game?"

I had never in my entire life watched a professional hockey game. No, wait, I lie: I watched a game with my father one time when I was ten. He got us tickets to a Bruins game and we went together. It was supposed to be a bonding experience. I hated every last instant of it. Except there was one moment when a player's blood actually bounced on the ice. Apparently something to do with the temperature differential between freshly-shed blood and the cold rink surface. That image stuck in my head and I used it in my second book, where someone's hopes and fears are described as "bouncing in her chest like blood on hockey ice."

I confess to really liking that simile, as well as to being vaguely disappointed that no one ever points it out to me.

Other than that, I had never watched hockey and had absolutely no interest in it.

Which didn't stop my dad from asking -- every single time we spoke -- if I'd watched this game or another. I had learned from long, tortured experience that my answer was immaterial. If I lied and said I'd watched it, he would want to discuss it. And if -- as at that moment -- I said I hadn't seen it, he would...

"Oh, well, then let me catch you up..." And proceeded to spend the next infinity reliving the game for me, speaking of players and cities and teams and rules of which I had not the slightest understanding or interest, boring me to the point that I almost asked him to talk about jerking off to Fiona again. He finally wrapped up, saying, "...well, I guess I'll let you go now."

"OK, Dad."

"It's almost time for the news, and I have a special little bottle of something new waiting for the new anchorwoman."

"That's great, Dad. We'll talk again soon."

He hung up and I went into the bathroom to wash my face, wishing that I could somehow scrub all the way down to my brain, down to my soul (or whatever was in its place now).

Manda came by unannounced, a rarity in our relationship, but somehow -- despite the brain-bashing Dad had given me -- I was ready and hard for her, in fine form bed-wise.

I was thinking of Gym Girl the whole time.

Strange, I noticed in the afterglow, that I didn't feel guilty about it this time.

Manda mumbled sleepily and turned on her side. I stared at the ceiling for what couldn't have been more than a couple of seconds, considering my uncharacteristic lack of self-flagellation before dropping off into a blissful, perfect sleep.












































Wherein I Make the Devil Happy

Never one for superstition -- my dalliances with the devil notwithstanding -- I still found myself the next morning in a state of steady sidewalk crack avoidance, lest I break my mother's back. Put more simply: I tried to remember everything I'd done the previous day so that I could replicate the day and -- hopefully -- the concomitant burst of literary fecundity.

Manda woke up before me, as usual, showering and sneaking out of the apartment before I'd managed to rouse myself. I lay awake in bed alone with a useless hard-on. Sometimes she stayed for a bout of morning glory, other times not. That day: not.

Which was fine by me. I had not begun the previous day inside Manda, so I would not start out this one that way, either. I crawled out of bed, considered -- briefly -- wearing the exact same clothes, like a baseball player who fears his streak will break if he changes his underwear or socks. Hygiene warred with superstitious caution for a moment, and hygiene won out, aided by the smell of my previous day's socks.

I headed for Construct, deliberately not stopping at the ATM so that -- as before -- I would be forced to buy more food than I needed with my credit card. The counterista was different today; I convinced myself that this wouldn't matter as I paid for my cup of coffee, three bottles of water, two bagels (no cream cheese), and walnut brownie (they had plain today, but I bought the walnut anyway).

My seat from the previous day was empty. I settled in. I opened the laptop.

Magic time.

A momentary, vertiginous panic settled around me like dew.

And then I shook it off and began typing.

"Going pretty well, huh?" the devil said.

I looked up. I thought mere moments had passed, but I had actually been writing for a good hour. Torn -- stop and talk? or keep going? -- I erred on the side of politeness.

"It's going really well," I told him. I suddenly became suspicious. "Is this your doing? Are you making it go so well?"

The devil chuckled. He broke apart the brownie and -- considerately -- began separating out the walnuts for himself. "No. Wish I could say it was. Believe me, considering all the evil shit I get blamed for -- most of which isn't even my fault -- it would be nice to get credit for something good for a change. But no. This is all you, brother."

I tapped some keys with satisfaction. "Why now? Why is it coming now?"

He waved a hand as though he smelled something foul. "How should I know? Despite your species' fondness for that loathsome phrase 'The devil made me do it,' I'm relatively powerless when it comes to you guys. I can affect your perceptions a bit. Make you see and hear things you wouldn't otherwise see or hear. But it's not like I can control you."

I snorted. "Right. Then why is history filled with examples of the devil tempting people into their own damnation?"

He leaned forward, genuinely angry for the first time since I'd met him. "Why? I'll tell you why. Because there's a huge fucking difference between me 'tempting' someone and me 'controlling' someone. Look it up in a fucking dictionary, Writer Man. You people will point the finger of blame anywhere but at yourselves. I've been a convenient target since Day One."

"Since the..." I couldn't believe I was actually about to say this. "Since the Garden of Eden, you mean?"

"Yeah."

In for a penny... "So that was a real place? It really happened? Evolution is a lie?"

"Evolution is the complete truth." He popped a walnut in his mouth. "So is the Garden of Eden. The two aren't mutually exclusive. Surely you of all people understand the power of metaphor."

"I guess. So in that case, you are the source of all our woes. You were the serpent who made Eve eat the apple and--"

The devil roared with laughter, so loud that the other Laptop Warriors in Construct all turned around to glare at him with contempt. The devil ground his teeth and snapped to the nearest one, "Hey, Conner -- when are you going to tell your wife that you're gay?"

Conner blanched and folded up his laptop and fled to the outer room. Everyone else just stared.

"Anyone else want a dose of reality?" the devil asked, and all eyes returned to their screens.

"Is that guy really gay?"

"How should I know? He's confused. Feels way guilty about the way he looks at men, and I can smell guilt and confusion like a cat smells tuna, dude."

"I guess at this point, you're going to tell me that you invented gay people."

"Me? That is so homophobic of you. And heteronormative. Look, I'll cop to this much: If I had known how much misery, pain, condemnation, hypocrisy, and idiocy would be caused just because some of you people can't handle the idea of a dick in a man's mouth... I wish I'd invented gays. I had no idea it would be a problem at all. That was all the Old Man. You know what my problem is? My problem is that I give you people too much credit for being rational, compassionate creatures. I keep letting myself forget how craven and pathetic you really are."

"Thanks."

"Now where was I...?"

"You were laughing about the serpent in the Garden of Eden..."

"Oh! Oh, right." The devil shook his head. "Stop being so literal-minded. When the Old Man started narrating shit to Moses back in the day, I told him: 'Don't be so flowery and poetic. People are gonna take this shit literally.' And he was all, 'This is my Testament to my Creation. It requires a certain panache.'"

"God said 'panache?'"

"Well, yeah, only he said it in the Ineffable Language that preceded Babel. Because he's too fucking stuck-up to speak in the vernacular, which is why the sound of his voice fucking turned Moses into an old man before his time. Anyway, my point is this: You can't take that Biblical shit word-for-word. Take the serpent, just for starters. The serpent was a metaphor. I've never been a serpent in my life. I wouldn't even know how to turn into a serpent. And why in the world would I want to be a serpent?" He shuddered. "Gruesome little slithery, slimy fuckers. No, I wasn't a serpent, man. It was symbolic, me being a serpent. I just fucked her. That's what changed the world. Adam never tried anything but missionary and that just didn't do the trick for Eve. The first time I flipped her over and pounded her doggie-style, believe me, that opened her eyes. Believe me, that changed the world. She couldn't be satisfied with paradise after I showed her the pleasures of the flesh."

"Aren't you technically talking about my great-great-great-many-times grandmother?"

"Your great-great-great-many-times grandmother was hot. She was, by definition, the hottest woman in the world." He leaned back and gazed wistfully at the ceiling. "Best piece of ass I ever had. First piece of ass I ever had. I've spent millennia trying to replace that. Can't do it. Now that is what I call hell." He grinned at me. "But you know what I'm talking about, don't you?"

"What do you mean?" But I knew.

"You know." And with that, the devil did a new trick: His voice became Fiona's. "You finally found the perfect pussy, the perfect body, the perfect set of moans and groans you'd been looking for since the first time you yanked your crank back at age ten after seeing your first Victoria's Secret catalog. And now you've lost that and everything else is a poor substitute, isn't it, Randall?"

I don't know what bothered or shocked me more: His dead-on Fiona impression, that he knew exactly when I'd started masturbating, or that he was completely right.

"I really have a lot of work to do," I said, my voice hoarse.

He winked at me and scooped the remaining walnuts into his hand. "I know you do, baby," he said in Fiona's voice. "And I want you to keep working on that book." He stood to leave and his voice returned to normal. "It's gonna be huge..."












































Wherein I Finally Do It

I made my way immediately to Construct's cramped, dank bathroom and splashed water on my face. The sound of Fi's voice... The devil's too-accurate assessment of my own strange psychic flaws and yearnings...

Most disturbing of all, though, was his parting shot, that my current work-in-progress would be "huge."

My stomach shook and vibrated like a washing machine agitator.

Of course, this is what I wanted. This is what I'd signed away my soul for. And yet for some reason, it hadn't felt real. Not when the words weren't flowing. Now the words wouldn't stop, and on top of that, the devil had sat across from me, eating walnuts and confirming our pact.

I caught myself in the cracked, tarnished mirror and realized I was smiling. Of course. The spin cycle in my gut? This wasn't caused by fear or anxiety. It was joy. Sheer, unadulterated joy, an emotion I'd not experienced in so long that I mistook it for something else, something dark. But I was happy. I was going to get what I wanted. A "huge" book.

Fucking-A.

I dried my face on the end of my shirt, Construct being out of towels in the bathroom (as per usual) and returned to my spot, where I gleefully, for the second day in a row, ejaculated more than ten thousand words onto the screen. By the time the sun had gone down, I was practically cackling in self-satisfaction. A part of me felt overwhelming compassion for the other keyboard-wretches, but a larger part felt disdain for them. Disdain for them and triumph for me.

On my way out, Lovely Rita offered her scary smile and a dirty, upturned and empty palm. I shrugged. "Sorry. Don't have anything today."

"That's OK," she said. "You're good for it."

That was true. I was. I felt only the slightest pang of guilt (wondering, briefly, if the devil could smell it, if he lurked nearby) and hustled homeward. On the way, I bumped into Gym Girl, coming out of Body by You. Today was my day to lift weights, her day to do pilates. We usually saw each other in the hall as I went from one weight room to another.

"Hey, partner!" she said brightly. "Missed you in there today."

And I missed your ass on the pilates mat, I thought. "Yeah, sorry about that. I was working."

"On the book?"

"Yeah."

"The one you couldn't work on before?" Her eyes lit up with a hope so selfless that it almost hurt.

"Yeah. Something just...clicked. Yesterday morning. I woke up and boom! It was happening."

"Our drinks the night before must have done it," she teased.

"Maybe it wasn't the drinks," I said. "Maybe it was the company." And immediately thought, Holy hell, what am I doing? There are ways for a man to say, "Maybe it was the company" that are not suggestive, flirtatious, or come-hither-ish. I had managed to avoid every single one of them. I was hitting on her, no question about it, and I hadn't even given it a second thought. I'd barely given it a first thought. I'd just done it. And why not? Was I married? Was I engaged? Had I even called Manda my girlfriend?

She shifted her gym bag on her shoulder and gazed at me levelly. "Maybe it was," she acknowledged. "Maybe I'm your Muse."

I didn't believe in Muses. But then again, until recently I hadn't believed in souls or the devil, either.

"In that case," I heard myself say, "I think I probably owe you dinner. Or at least a drink."

I had just asked Gym Girl out. There were no two ways about it. I had just asked her out on a date. She, with a boyfriend. Me, with a Manda.

"There's a place in Soho I've been dying to try," she said without the slightest pause. "Do you have time?"

"I wouldn't have suggested it if I didn't have time," I said smoothly, perhaps more smoothly than at any other time in my entire life.

The next thing I knew, we were on the F-train to Soho. She had her gym bag and I had my laptop bag and neither of were really dressed to go out, but we didn't care. The place she'd heard about in Soho turned out to be Asian fusion. The service was slow as a dying sloth, but we didn't care. The food took forever, but the drinks came lickety-split and soon we were having a drunken, terrific time.

"You know what?" I told her. "I just realized that I haven't left Brooklyn in, like, a month. So I really owe you for this."

"Oh, I get it," she said. "I do that, too. I'll look up and realize it's been forever since I've even left the neighborhood. It's so easy to just put down a taproot and stay, like, in those twelve square blocks. When I moved to Brooklyn, I told myself I wouldn't become one of those Brooklyn snobs, but, well... Here I am!"

"In Soho," I said drily, and she laughed and touched my arm for the third time that night, and I wondered about James and I didn't wonder about Manda.

By the time the food came, we were already giddily soused, and we fell on our meals in a ravenous, somehow sensuous melee, splitting dishes, holding forks out to each other, eating from each other's plates as though we'd been dining together for years. Once again, I insisted on picking up the check, and when I saw the triple digits there -- we'd had a lot to drink -- I heroically kept from expressing my surprise and instead simply tossed down my credit card as though I spent two hundred bucks on dinner and drinks all the time.

"We should do this again," Gym Girl said as we emerged into a perfectly cool July New York evening, that sort of cool that is perfect not merely for itself, but for its juxtaposition to the sticky heat of the earlier day. She was drunk. I was drunk. She was touching my arm, my shoulder, as though for balance. I offered to carry her gym bag, and she demurred and said that was sweet and squeezed my wrist.

We stood in the cool and in the awkward moment where we should really split off to our separate subway lines, and I was just about to suggest we split a cab back to Brooklyn when three clearly drunk college girls stumbled over to us.

"Hey!" one of them shouted unnecessarily. "Hey!" She pointed at Gym Girl with the seriousness only the truly drunk can muster. I considered pointing back.

"Hey, what?" Gym Girl asked and giggled, grabbing my arm as though I were her boyfriend.

"Look!" another one shouted. "Look!"

Soon the three of them were clustered around us. I say "us," but they clearly only had eyes for Gym Girl, circling her like wagons in a Western.

"You!" one of them said, pointing again. "You need to liberate your vagina!"

"Yeah!" said another. "Liberate your vagina!"

"Liberate!" they all three chanted in unison.

Gym Girl and I glanced at each other and shared a frozen moment of bafflement before cracking up.

"Liberate your vagina!" one of them shouted, caring not for the befuddled, annoyed, and offended looks from passers-by.

"Liberate! Your! Vagina!" another shouted.

"That's really terrific advice," Gym Girl said in a convincing facsimile of sober concern.

The lead girl nodded with self-importance. "It is! It totally is. We all need to liberate our vaginas." She spun around and shouted it to the sidewalk, where the only vagina-possessors were two elderly women and -- possibly -- the tiny dachshund they were walking. "Liberate your vagina!" she shrieked. The dog yapped and the girl spun back to us.

"Can we take your picture?" the college girls asked Gym Girl.

"Sure." She even struck a sassy little pose for them as they snapped at her with their phones.

"What's your name?" they asked Gym Girl, and I almost dropped to my knees and thanked God right then and there.

"Abby," she told them, and I remembered it at the same instant. Abby. Abby. Of course. What was wrong with me? How could I have forgotten that?

"How do they know my vagina isn't already liberated?" she asked as the college girls scampered off, no doubt to harass others with potentially imprisoned or impaired vaginas.

"That's so wrong of them to make that assumption," I agreed.

"Bitches," she said without rancor. "What do they know?"

"Clearly they think they know something about the liberation of vaginas."

She sighed theatrically. "What if they're right? What if my vagina isn't liberated? What do I do then?"

I swallowed. "Well, then, in that case.... They seemed to feel pretty strongly that you should liberate it."

"Do you think so?" she asked, holding my gaze. This time she didn't just touch my arm -- she held it, just above the elbow.

"Yes. Yes, I do."

I felt a pull to her, a magnetic, almost gravitational attraction, as though all the forces of the universe were aligned in dragging my lips to hers.

Dialogue ran through my head then. As though this were a scene on my computer screen, I imagined all the things I could say, all the responses she could give. They ranged from erudite and poetic to monosyllabic. I riffled through them all in the space between her body and mine, and by the time my lips touched hers, I still couldn't make up my mind, so I just tossed the dialogue out the window and kissed her. She tasted of Asian fusion and half a bar; I tasted of the rest of it. Her tongue was a wonder.

"I have a roommate," she said when we parted for air, and I wondered why I should care before I realized what she was saying.

"I don't," I told her, and raised my arm and -- in a moment proving miracles can happen -- a cab screeched to a halt right in front of us.












































Wherein I Get an Assist from the Devil

We kissed like horny teenagers for the duration of the cab ride, sloppy and slobbering. I felt like I had a steel bar heated to white-hot in my pants. When I kissed her neck, she gasped and groaned the way Manda gasped and groaned when I touched her clitoris. I took this as a good sign.

By the time we got to my apartment, I had sobered up just enough to become worried. This was Gym Girl. She was a goddess. I was a slightly-in-shape dude from the gym. I had already seen her naked, of course, thanks to the devil's machinations, but this was different. She knew I would be seeing her naked, for one thing. And she was glad. She wanted me to see her naked. 

But now she was going to see me naked, too. And it would not be nearly as glorious a sight.

"Don't worry about it," the devil said, and I yelped.

"What's wrong?" Gym Girl asked, nearly breathless.

"I--"

"Tell her you stubbed your toe."

"I just stubbed my toe. I should turn on a light."

"Forget the lights," she said, and proceeded to do something to my ear with her tongue that made all sense leave me. Together, the three of us -- I was aware of the presence of the devil -- made our way to the bedroom, where light from the moon and the lamppost across the street threaded through the Venetian blinds, turning Gym Girl (I had fantasized her as Gym Girl -- I couldn't think of her as merely "Abby") into something out of a very naughty noir.

"Remember, she can't hear me. I'm gonna guide you through this. Because you were starting to freak out a little bit back there, and man, I am not going to let you ruin this. She's a tasty piece of ass and you've been wanking it to her for months now. What kind of a wingman would I be if I let you blow it?"

I silently thanked him.

"Women see differently from men," he went on. "This is basic science. You're visual; she's not. You see all the flaws in your body, but she skips over them. It's not that she doesn't notice them; it's just that she doesn't focus on them, the way you would focus on hers. If she had any."

I peeled off Gym Girl's shirt. There were no visible flaws that I could discern. I kissed her shoulder and then licked my way to her throat. She tasted like slightly salty oranges.

"Female sexual perception is just plain different," the devil continued. "Yeah, they like ripped abs and all that, but they don't key their sexual desire to it. It's more abstract for them. So just get fucking naked and then get to naked fucking."

I was ready for that, but how could I perform with the devil offering color commentary? As Gym Girl unbuttoned my shirt, I glanced around until I picked out the devil, lounging against the windowsill near the bed. I jerked my head for him to leave.

"Moi? Nah, I'm staying for the show."

Get out of here! I thought fiercely at him.

"Dude, if you can't get past me being in the room for that pussy, I'm worried about you."

I realized that I was actually cradling Gym Girl's stupendous breasts, kneading them, probing the nipples with my thumbs through her bra. Fuck the devil -- I had more important things to do.

There was a moment of concern when I couldn't get her bra unhooked (some of them are easy and some are so damn hard), but she rescued me, reaching back to handle it herself. I reluctantly let go of her for a moment and stripped out of my pants and underpants, then bent to attack her fly as she tossed her bra aside, her breasts erupting into my face like the most joyous thing that could ever erupt into a face. I captured a nipple in my mouth and went to town.

"Newbie mistake," the devil commented. "I thought you knew better than that."

I ignored him and maneuvered her to the bed, helping her step out of her pants and panties at the same time. I was so distracted that I didn't even check out the panties; I had always been curious. I suspected thong. I would look on the floor later, I decided.

We collapsed onto the bed, the devil still chattering away.

"She's not even wet at this point. She's not ready for you, man."

I tried not to listen, but suddenly my doubts had risen like my cock. A quick finger-dip confirmed that the devil spoke the truth.

More foreplay was clearly in order.

"You have to work the equipment," the devil said, exasperated. "You have to know the angles, dude. It's not about the length of foreplay; it's about the quality, not the quantity. For example," he continued, as I traced my tongue down her unbelievably taut stomach, "Gym Girl here happens to fall into a depressing category of women who don't like oral sex."

I paused between her navel and a delicate, sexy strip of neatly sculpted pubic hair. Really?

He couldn't read my mind, but as he'd said once before: He could read me. "I don't get it either," the devil said. "Cunnilingus is sort of like the Old Man's way of saying, 'Yes, yes, I know -- child birth's a bitch. But you won't believe what any human on the planet can do to you with just their tongue.' And she's not into it."

Unsure, I dipped a little lower. Gym Girl writhed on the bed and moaned.

"Oh, sure, she'll make a good show of it. She'll act like you're driving her wild with lust when you go down there. But give it a minute and a half and she'll be tapping on your shoulder, tossing you out for the relief pitcher, you know?"

He moved away from the window and crouched down by the bed, his piercing green eyes practically glowing in the dark. "What it comes down to is this, my man: Do you trust me or not? I showed you this chick's goodies a while back and now you're about to have what could be a transcendent sexual experience. Would I steer you wrong?"

Of course, he could. He was the devil, after all. "Steering wrong" was, if history was any guide, at the top of his résumé. But would he?

I decided to trust him.

"Good man!" He clapped his hands together. "Head north, young man. This one is all about the boobage. Very sensitive there. She was into that bit before where you were feeling them up. Get back to that."

I crawled up her body, luxuriating in the sensation of her skin against mine, the brushing of my cock against her thighs. I sucked a nipple into my mouth and closed my eyes and the devil smacked the top of my head, just lightly enough that I would feel it.

"Get off of that thing!" he chastised. "It's the most fundamental rule of breasts! The bigger the boob, the less sensitive the nipple. I know, I know -- it hardly seems fair, right? Just trust me on this. Fi and Manda have nice tits, but these are bigger than what you're used to. Nice, firm massage. One hand per boob. Start slow, then lick the outside of the breast. Avoid the nipple until she's ready. Guys always head straight there. She'll love that you don't. Tease her."

I obeyed. Gym Girl responded with moans and dug her fingers into my skull.

"Now go underneath. That's right -- lick underneath the breast. No one ever goes there."

I hefted one heavy breast and applied my tongue to its soft, smooth underside for a few moments. When I finally moved to the nipple, I was rewarded with an "Oh, God!" from Gym Girl.

The devil sniffed in derision. "He had nothing to do with it. I mean, I invented sucking on nipples."

I was pretty sure babies invented sucking on nipples, but my tongue was too occupied to say so.

"Fuck babies!" the devil snarled. "I invented sucking on them for fun. If it was up to the Old Man, you people would never have learned the joys of boobs as sexual playthings. He wanted them relegated to baby-feeders. Can you believe that? What a waste." 

OK, thanks, I think I've got it from here.

"I bet."

I could feel her slickness already against me. I adjusted my position and slid inside her as though I belonged. We gasped together.

I've never thought of myself as particularly good in bed. Not bad, per se, but nothing that would compel women to call their girlfriends to say, "OMG! You won't believe what happened last night!"

That night with Gym Girl was the first time I ever felt like maybe she would be telling her best friend about this in the morning.












































Wherein I Wake Up

I woke up at six, hours before my usual awakening. I was aroused in every sense of the word.

Gym Girl lay next to me in a rumple of sheets, turned away from me. When I turned a bit, the sheet moved, revealing more of her. Looking at the complex arcs of her under the white sheet, her lightly tanned skin in contrast, her black hair a higher-contrast fan against the pillow, I felt the tug of my complete obsession with her. The sheet came up not quite to her waist -- the dimple of the beginning of the cleft of her ass was visible. I was seized with a desire to run my tongue into that dimple.

I looked around. The devil was nowhere to be seen. I had forgotten about him as soon as I'd entered Gym Girl. Had he stayed to watch?

Well... Fine. I hoped he enjoyed the show.

For the first time in hours, I thought of Manda. I had made love to her in this same bed -- on these same sheets -- just a couple of nights ago, and then I'd thought of her not at all, since even before Gym Girl and I had shared our first drink.

Shouldn't I feel something? Guilt? In the recent past, I'd felt guilty having just looked at Gym Girl. Now I'd fucked her -- well, I might add -- and I didn't feel guilty at all. Why?

Maybe... Maybe because, deep down, I thought I deserved it, I decided. It was one night. People did this. It happened, these one-night things. Was it so bad? Had I maybe earned this for myself? I was writing a great book. Something far beyond what I'd done before. Something that -- given the proper promotion and a bit of luck -- could change people's lives. Could change the world, even.

That sounded sort of grandiose and smug, but I kept thinking of what Aristotle said: Give me a lever long enough and a fulcrum on which to place it, and I shall move the world. I was used to my dreams not coming true, but this time felt different. Even without the devil's promise to give me a hit book. The vibe of the new book was unlike any of my others; the words flowed fast and sure. The whole arc of the story and evolution of the characters -- they were all fixed in my head with a confidence I'd never before experienced.

More importantly, I wondered, was it too early to wake up Gym Girl for some morning glory? Was there a time when I should wake her up, so that she could go to work at...

At...

Crap. I couldn't remember what she did for a living. As best I could tell, her job was to drive me to sexual insanity. She was very, very good at it. Is that why I'd cheated on Manda? Not that I'd convinced myself that I deserved it, but just to finally taste the thrill of that amazing body?

No. At least, not entirely. It was neither excuse. Not exclusively. No one thing.

I think, too, that part of it was that she had a boyfriend...and wanted me anyway. The idea that despite her taken status, I could still have her. The idea that she could still be had. That had an allure to it. A dark allure, true, but an allure nonetheless. Would I have wanted her any less had she been unattached? No, of course not. But the existence of her boyfriend and her willingness to cuckold him made her impossible to resist.

I should have felt guilt about Manda. We had been together for months. That had to mean something, right? I should have felt guilty about cuckolding James. (Why could I remember her boyfriend's name so easily?)

But I didn't.

I felt...

Satisfied.

Not merely in a sexual sense. I was satisfied with myself. As though I'd done something good or charitable or...

That didn't make any sense, but its nonsensicality didn't make it any less real.

Gym Girl's eyes fluttered open. For a moment, it seemed that they would slip closed again and she would drift back to sleep, but she caught sight of me and blinked several times, clearing her vision, then smiled.

"Good morning," she said in a voice that hinted at no guilt or reproach or regret.

Twenty-four hours previous, I would have stumbled and flailed for an appropriate response. But no longer.

"Getting better," I said smoothly, and ran a hand from her shoulder down to where the sheet bordered the small of her back.

She leaned over and kissed my chest, the closest part that she could reach from her position. I took that as a buy-sign, rolled her over, and was pleasantly surprised to find that we slid together as easily as we had the night before. Whereas that sex had been furious and giggly and drunkenly inflamed, the morning's was slow, relaxed, almost holily quiet.

When I withdrew from her, she sighed audibly, as though saying goodbye to a good friend.

We lay next to each other, newly drowsy, caught in the half-sleep, half-afterglow of early morning sex. It occurred to me to be responsible for at least something.

"Do you have to be ready for work at any particular time?" I asked her, then quickly added, "Not that I'm kicking you out or anything."

She checked the clock by the bed. "I don't have to leave yet."

"OK. Good." I stroked her shoulder. I felt so close to her in that moment. Closer, really, than even sex could account for. Maybe I was fooling myself. Maybe this was just a night's (and morning's) random sex to her. Maybe she cheated all the time and there was no significance in her cheating with me. But it was my first infidelity ever, and suddenly it loomed strangely important and milestone-ish in my psyche. I felt compelled to reveal things, to share, to open myself.

"Can I tell you something?" I asked her.

She stretched languorously, and for a brief moment I forgot the English language. "What?"

"I sold my soul to the devil." It was the sort of admission that should have been stuttered or stammered, but I uttered it with a complete lack of self-consciousness.

She grinned. "To get me into bed? I'm honored."

"No, no, not for that."

She rolled towards me. "Well, good. Because you didn't have to go that far. I'd hate to think of you walking around all soulless just because of me."

"I mean, don't get me wrong -- it would totally be worth selling my soul to get you into bed." She laughed appreciatively at that. "But I had already sold it."

"I hope it was worth it, whatever you sold it for," she said lightly. She was taking the whole idea with aplomb. I wondered briefly if people all over the world were selling their souls willy-nilly and talking about it. Was it a common occurrence and I was just unaware of it? Or maybe she was just exceptionally good at humoring me.

"Can we make this guy stand up again?" she asked, reaching under the sheet. "I have time for one more go-round and I don't want to waste it."

Normally, another attempt so soon would be impossible. But for Gym Girl, the impossible was merely another hurdle easily-leapt.












































Wherein Fi Visits One Last Time Before the World Changes

After Gym Girl collected her clothes from the floor (an activity I enjoyed watching, causing as it did legs to tighten and flex, buttocks to twitch, and breasts to dangle most fetchingly) and dressed, she pecked me on the forehead and left me staring at the ceiling, reflecting on how easy and uncomplicated my inaugural infidelity had been. She had extracted no promises from me of future assignations, had made no imprecations towards my character, had claimed no duress, had indicated no sense of ownership or intention to reveal all to Manda or James.

"This was fun," she'd said. That was all.

Fun. I didn't know how to respond to that. It had been fun. A part of me had wondered if it would be more than just fun and more than just one night. But she said nothing either way, and I let her go before I could collect my thoughts enough to ask, Is this going to happen again?

Did I want it to happen again? Yes, I realized. But maybe it was just meant to be a one-night stand. An emotional quickie. We'd been building to this for months and finally the pressure valve blew and for one night, steam erupted freely and without consequence. Now she was back to James. And I would have to go back to Manda.

If not for the deep, pleasant soreness of my cock and the neon-lit memories, it was as though it had never happened.

"And the smell," the devil said, sauntering into the bedroom with two already-opened Brooklyn Pale Ales. "The smell of sex. You guys really went at it. Good on ya." He handed over a beer.

I glared at him and at the beer. "It's morning."

"I'm sure there's a point in there somewhere, but it eludes me."

I took the beer. The bottle was cool and the beer felt more than tasted astonishingly refreshing going down, despite the early hour. The devil leaned against my dresser and stared at me in anticipation.

"Don't look at me like that. I know what I did. I'm a horrible person, right?"

"Not here to judge you." Still, that piercing gaze. Waiting for something.

"I don't even feel guilty," I admitted. "I guess I have you to thank for that. If 'thank' is the right way to think about it."

He shrugged.

"What do you want from me? I'm not going to tell you what it was like," I told him. "Besides, you were here for it."

"Only for the beginning. Once you people actually start going at it, I can't stand being around. All those noises and faces..." He shuddered. "I'm just waiting for you to thank me."

"For what?"

"For getting you off the ground, son! I got her wet and ready for you, man! Without me in your ear, your foreplay would have been a foregone disaster."

"Considering who and what you are, you're pretty needy."

The devil sulked.

"OK, OK, fine. Thank you. Thank you very much for helping me close the deal. I appreciate your fornicatory advice." I saluted him with my bottle.

"Fornicatory isn't a word, writer-man." He sounded sullen, but he was grinning.

"It is now. When I say it, it becomes a word."

"Good deal." He opened the window. "We should air this place out before she gets here."

"Before who gets here?" But I knew -- Manda. Shit!

And that's when my phone rang. It was Fi.

The devil raised an eyebrow and climbed out onto the fire escape.

"Can I come over?" Fi asked. "I know it's early and feel free to say no, but I really would like to come over and talk to you. So is that all right? You can totally say no."

"You can totally say no" is one of Fi's best tricks. She manages to speak the words with an intonation that conveys the precise opposite, somehow implying that only by dint of her permission could I actually say no, and since she was so generous in giving that permission, how could I possibly repay that magnanimity with a demurral?

"Sure, you can come over," I said, and scuttled around the room looking for my clothes.

"I've never seen that before," the devil commented from the fire escape.

"What's that?" I asked, slipping into my boxers.

"A man pussywhipped without any actual pussy involved."

"Get off my back."

"You fucked a prime piece of ass real estate last night and this morning," the devil said. "You've got this Manda woman who is more than happy to come over at the drop of your shorts and suck you within an inch of your life. Those two facts alone should prove to you that you can get laid. But you keep mooning after this crazy ex of yours--"

"Did you just say 'mooning?'" I buttoned up my shirt. "Did the devil, the lord of all evil, just use the word 'mooning?' Really?"

He poked his head into the apartment. "It's a perfectly acceptable and respectable word!" he yelled. "Don't go all writer on me and start editing my shit, man! I won't stand for that!"

I tilted my beer in his direction. "Shine on, you crazy demon thing, you. I'm not mooning after anyone."

"Then why the fuck are you cleaning up the apartment?"

I stopped in my tracks. He was right. After getting dressed, I'd started straightening things up, unconsciously preparing for Fi's arrival.

"Fuck that," I said out loud.

"Amen, brother!" He swigged long.

I dropped a dirty sock where I'd originally picked it up. The bed was a jumble of sheets, the pillows scattered everywhere. I'd leave it like that. Let Fi see it. Let her wonder about my sex life. Ha.

Soon, the buzzer sounded and Fi entered the apartment, clearly wearing the previous night's clothes, her hair a tangle, her expression despondent. She launched into her usual Fi-alogue:

"Hey, thanks for this, I really appreciate it. I know how ridic it is, but I just needed to talk and I figured you'd be willing to listen, maybe, and I'm such a bitch, right? I know, I know. You're cool to do this. Is that new?" She pointed to a painting that had once hung on a wall in the apartment we'd shared, then went on before I could answer. "You were probably asleep. Were you asleep? Did I wake you up?" She dropped her purse by the door.

"Uh, no."

"Can I have a glass of water? Would that be OK? You would not believe the night I had. Just fucking insane."

I thought of my own fucking insane night of insane fucking as I poured her a glass of water. Fi was still eminently fuckable, though in my post-Gym Girl glow, I could rationally admit that Gym Girl was hotter. Still, there was something about Fi...

"...started out at Club One," Fi was saying, gulping the water, "which is where shit always starts, you know me, right? So I met this guy there and we drank more tequila than any non-Mexican should drink. Is that racist?"

"I don't--"

"You won't tell anyone I said that, will you? I have a couple of Mexican clients now, and they would kill me if they thought I was a racist. Anyway, lots of tequila." She finished the water and handed the glass back to me. "Tequila led to whiskey which led to vodka and by then we were at, like, our fourth bar. Some neighborhood place over in Red Hook, I think, and then he mentions that he has a bottle of fucking absinthe back at his place. And I'm all like, 'I haven't had absinthe since I was in England,' and he's like, 'We have to rectify that.' And we went back to his place. And by the way, at this point I still don't know the guy's name and I don't think he knows mine, either, but I'm not sure. Isn't that horrible?"

I thought of Gym Girl -- Abby! -- and shrugged.

"So we go back to his place and he actually did have a bottle of absinthe, which was sort of a surprise." By now she had wandered from the front door through the living room, nearing the bedroom.

The devil -- invisible to her, of course -- leaned into the apartment and whistled low and loud. "Someone's been rode hard and put away wet," he said. "If you get my drift." And dropped a salacious wink, just in case I didn't get it. Behind Fi, I waved furiously for him to go away, but he just shrugged and said, "If you've still got a stiffy for her, I'd forget about it right now. She's pumped full of another man's squishy."

"...keep ending up with these fucked-up guys," Fi was saying. "Not you, of course. I didn't mean to imply that." She turned at the bedroom door and leaned against the frame. "What's wrong with me, Randall? I'm cute, right? I'm smart, right? I have an awesome career and I'm really good at it, but I keep ending up with these fucking..." She growled in inchoate confusion.

"Was he married or something? Have a girlfriend? Was it bad absinthe?" I joked.

"No, no, none of that. The absinthe was really good shit and he was good with his hands and I was really digging him and then... God, what is it with guys!"

"What do you mean?"

"I can't believe I'm gonna tell you this." She gazed at me from under heavily lidded eyes. Hangover eyes. Shame eyes. But also, far, far back there, mischievous eyes. 

"Tell me."

"Everything was going great and he was pretty good and I was so drunk and high that 'pretty good' was really good and then he's like... He like says..." She blew her hair out of her eyes. "He wanted to come on my face."

Behind her, the devil chortled and mimed jerking off. I did my best to ignore him.

"How gross is that?' Fi said. "What possesses a guy to say that?"

"And on the first date, no less," the devil commented.

"Does he think I'm his fucking living, breathing porn movie or something?"

"Considering that you fucked him without knowing his name," the devil mused, "I'm gonna go with 'yes.'"

"Who knows what that shit would do to my skin?"

"It's actually--"

I managed to glare the devil into silence without Fi noticing. I wanted the conversation to be over. I also wanted it to keep going. And I also now couldn't get the image of coming all over Fi's face out of my mind.

"I let him come on my boobs instead. I guess he liked that. Seriously, what is it with you guys?"

"I don't know."

Why did I let Fi do this to me? Why did I let her come to my place and ramble about her life and tell me things I didn't want to know and badger me for advice and wisdom that I either lacked or didn't want to give? Why didn't I tell her to get out of my apartment, out of my life?

I didn't know. I felt strangely powerless in her presence, paralyzed into inaction by some combination of apathy and propriety. It felt like anything I did -- engaging her, discarding her -- would be wrong, so I took the path of least resistance and did and said as little as possible.

She deflated against the doorframe. I felt a completely inappropriate yet completely understandable desire to fold her in my arms and tell her everything would be all right. Idiotic. She wasn't my girlfriend anymore. And how the hell could I know if everything would be all right?

Fi flounced onto the bed with a groan and two warring impulses reared up in me like stallions and clashed forehooves. On the one hand, I wanted to shout, "Get off my bed! You don't sleep here anymore!" On the other hand, the sight of her in/on my bed again aroused not arousal, but rather a wistful sadness at what I'd lost.

And then she put her cheek to the sheets in precisely the same spot where I'd fucked Gym Girl not long before and with all my willpower, I just barely managed to suppress a burst of derisive laughter. The devil actually did a spit-take with his beer.

"Should I not be doing this?" she asked in that tone that said she expected me not to demur.

"Stay as long as you like," I told her, savoring a delicious irony that only I could taste.

"How are things with...what's her name? Mandy? How are things with Mandy?"

Fi had the ability to ask a solicitous question with the air of a corrupt defense lawyer.

"Manda. It's Manda."

"Sure. Sure. I knew that. How are things with her?"

"Fine," I said, not knowing if that was the truth or a lie.

"Do you think I'm a bad person? For going home with that guy?"

"Fi..."

"I know. I know. I need to stop fucking around and actually meet someone, but it's tough in this city. So is it so wrong to go home with a guy?"

"Probably not." As if I had the moral authority to judge.

"What about letting him come on my boobs? Was that OK?"

"Fi!" I actually laughed here.

"It made me feel skanky."

"She says that like it's a bad thing," the devil chimed in.

"You're both consenting adults."

"I still feel like a skank."

"The congealed jizz deep down in her cleavage sort of supports her on this one."

I thought I might throw up. Fi could tell there was something wrong with me and she sighed in that very special, very theatrical way she had. "You do think I'm a skank. God, I'm such a total whore. What is wrong with me?"

"There's nothing wrong with you," I assured her, not really sure myself and not particularly caring one way or another. I had had a sudden epiphany: Fi and I were over. For good. It was more over than over. It was beyond over. It was in that area of the relationship map where explorers of yore once wrote "Here be Dragons," a land hither and yon from which no one could return. I had never had the oft-spoken-of break-up sex with Fi, and I never would.

And I was fine with that. Though she was still undeniably sexy, my desire for her had waned, whether as a function of last night's romp with Gym Girl or Fi's own account of her night or the combination thereof. Looking at her, I now felt no more attached or drawn to her than I would to any other hot woman glimpsed on the street.

It was a pretty big moment for me. I didn't realize another was about to come.












































Wherein the World Changes

After Fi left, the devil stayed out on the fire escape, claiming to be unfazed by the heat and humidity, a fact simultaneously obvious, clichéd, and revelatory. I stayed inside and paced.

"You're making me nervous," the devil chimed in. "Cut that out."

The thought that a mere mortal could make the devil nervous was laughable. I kept pacing.

"This is what happens when you lose your soul, isn't it? You become a cheater."

"Are you married to Manda? Committed to her?"

"I'm not not committed to her. We're not seeing other people."

The devil rested his now-empty beer bottle on the windowsill. "Get me another, would you?"

Grumbling, I fetched him another beer. "I gave you my soul and now you better live up to your end of the deal."

"Was that a threat?" he asked with idle amusement, taking the bottle.

I retreated to my desk. My superstitious ritual of going to Construct seemed juvenile all of a sudden. Maybe it was my success the previous night with Gym Girl -- it was as though my apartment (specifically centered in my bedroom) had become a sacred and mystical place, and my fingers flew on the keyboard with ease. It was going to be another multi-thousand-word day, and I was so used to my fecundity that this no longer amazed me. It seemed as objectively truthful as the fact that I'd bedded Gym Girl.

I put together a plate of cheese, crackers, and wasabi-roasted almonds to nosh on as I wrote, and the devil slipped into the apartment with a chaotic sort of regularity to swipe goodies with the air of a child who thinks he's getting away with something.

The phone rang. Caller ID said it was my father, making this a literally unprecedented second phone call in one week. Had something amazing happened in the world of hockey? Something he felt the need to share with me? Or, more likely, was he calling to see if I had any of Fi's used panties lying around, to give him that little push over the edge?

Reluctantly, I answered the phone, flipping a mental coin. Heads, he wanted to talk hockey. Tails, he wanted to talk...tail.

"Are you watching TV?" he asked, and the coin kept turning in the air. Could go either way: Hockey game or hot chick on the cell phone commercial.

"No, Dad." Coin still turning in the air, still indeterminate.

"I think they're talking about your book."

"That's impossible, Dad." My books don't get discussed on TV. Even my third book -- described as "sure to ignite controversy" by PW -- ignited precisely no controversy. (It's tough to ignite controversy when no one buys the book.)

"Turn it on. You're the only Randall Banner who wrote Flash/Back, right?"

I sighed and hit the remote. "Yeah, Dad, but they're not--"

The coin finally landed. On the edge.












































Wherein I Am Famous

Lacey Simonson was on my TV screen, as she always was, but this was Lacey Simonson as I had never seen her before. She was moving, for one thing.

For another, she looked like she'd been dragged through hell by her ankles. Her face was thin and drawn, her hair ragged and tangled, with a bald spot above her left ear. She licked her cracked lips over and over as she spoke to a group of reporters, wrapped in a rough gray blanket stenciled in yellow: "FDNY." A crawl at the bottom of the screen read:

LACEY SIMONSON FOUND ALIVE IN QUEENS PARKING GARAGE AFTER ESCAPING CAPTOR. IMPROMPTU PRESS CONFERENCE AT QUEENS FIREHOUSE.

But what did this have to do with my--

"...saved my life," Lacey was saying, her voice raspy and choked with emotion. "I read it over and over. It was all I had with me and it inspired me to--"

No. No way.

The crawl scrolled:

SIMONSON CREDITS NOVEL "FLASH/BACK" BY RANDALL BANNER WITH "KEEPING ME SANE" DURING ORDEAL.

I swallowed so hard that I thought my vocal cords might invert.

"--just so inspirational," she said, weeping. "I couldn't have survived what he did to me without--"

"See what I mean?" Dad said. "That's your book, right? I think I have one around here somewhere..."

"It's on the middle shelf on the bookcase in the living room," I told him absently, staring at the TV. They were re-running the same footage over and over -- it wasn't a live press conference. She had emerged and given a brief statement a half hour ago. But had the cameras...?

Oh, God. They had.

For a brief moment, the camera picked up Lacey's hand before it ducked under the blanket. She clutched a copy of Flash/Back like a teddy bear. And, bless her, it was in hardcover.

"Dad, I have to go. My call waiting is going nuts."

It was Sam, of course, who launched into a monologue before I could even say hello.

"You've seen? You've heard? If you haven't, turn on the news. Any channel, doesn't matter. Or go online. It's everywhere. I can't talk long because my phone is ringing like crazy and Fatima--" his assistant "--can't keep up on her own. God, Randall, I've never seen anything like this. Flash/Back is already going back to press. They have orders like you wouldn't believe. And they're doubling the print run for Down/Town. You won't be able to walk into a bookstore without being buried in an avalanche of your books, Randall. And the new one... The one you're working on. We're tearing up the contract. I've already got calls from Harper and Hachette. They want to buy out your contract. I've never seen anything like it. We need to do a deal. Fast. Send me a synopsis. Send me something. Oh, God, I have to go. That's our Hollywood guy on the other line. He's wetting his pants for you right now, Randall. You wouldn't believe it. And the publishers... They are horny for your new book. They are in lust with it and they haven't even seen it yet. They want to tie it down to the bed and do horribly kinky things to it. Get back to work. You're about to make a lot of money."

I never got the chance to say a single word.

I stared at my phone. It was buzzing again. My publicist. Or, I should say, the publicist at my publisher who handled my books in addition to the books of a dozen other authors.

And now Manda calling. I sent her to voicemail. Not because I couldn't talk to her after Gym Girl. But because I couldn't talk, period.

On TV, they kept showing Lacey tucking the book under the blanket, holding it like a totem or a protective amulet. My name scrolled under her. Over and over.

My phone still buzzing in my hand, I turned to look out the window. The devil lounged on the fire escape, occasionally hoisting his beer to his lips, an air of complete self-satisfaction wafting from him like a breeze.

"Did you do this?" I asked. I was too shocked even to be horrified.

He said nothing.

"Did you do this?" I asked again. Louder.

Still nothing. He drank more beer.

I couldn't bring myself to answer the phone. By now my publicist had gone to voicemail, too, but the phone kept buzzing, this time my mother. The voicemail icon showed five messages waiting. I couldn't bring myself to answer. I switched the phone off and put it on the table as though it had tried to bite me.

The video of Lacey shrunk into one corner of the screen and another corner became a bright red "INFOBOX."

FACTS ABOUT LACEY SIMONSON


  	•	Abducted on February 19

  	•	Sophomore theatre major at Rutgers

  	•	Originally from Lincoln, NE

  	•	Missing 153 days

  	•	Single abductor

  	•	Believed tortured and sexually abused

  	•	Escaped captivity when abductor suffered heart attack



There was more, but I couldn't see it, couldn't follow it. I looked from the TV to the devil and back. How much of this was him? Had he arranged for Lacey to be kidnapped months ago? For her to have a copy of Flash/Back at the time? I hadn't even offered to sell my soul until recently ago. How could he have known? Had he known?

Mechanically, I turned to my laptop. My Twitter client had gone insane. Typically, the little badge on its icon showed a number somewhere between one and three. That was the number of mentions I usually had at any random point in time. Clearly, I had not been destined to be trending topic. Sometimes, if I had lucked into the cultural zeitgeist with a serendipitously-timed blog post or tweet, my mention total might get into double digits, but that was rare.

Right now, it was in the hundreds.

I clicked over to Twitter. My screen loaded up with mentions. I scanned them quickly:

You must feel amazing, @RandallBanner! #flashbacksaves

I knew it all along. Love this book! @RandallBanner #flashbacksaves #laceysimonson

So powerful shows the true power of the written word, #flashbacksaves

Now everyone will know what I've always known about this amazing book. #flashbacksaves

And on and on and on. My name. My book. Within an hour, I was a trending topic, as both #flashbacksaves and #goodjobrandall. I collapsed on the sofa and continued staring at the computer screen, then the TV screen, then back again and back again and back again, as though I could do nothing more than rotate between the two screens. I didn't even have the presence of mind to respond to any of the tweets or the flood of e-mails gushing at me through the Internet. I was mute, struck dumb, a shocked automaton incapable of action or reaction.

I have no idea how long I sat there, the Lacey Simonson video playing and re-playing on the TV as my inbox and Twitter timelines filled and clogged. It could have been hours. It probably had been hours. I have no idea. I know only that -- at some point -- I felt a hovering presence over my shoulder, and the devil said, very calmly, "Come on. Let's go to my place."

That shocked me out of my catatonia. I blanched and pulled away. "To Hell?"

"No, you idiot. My place. I have a nice little studio on Congress between Henry and Hicks. There's some noise from the BQE, but it's not too bad."

Of course. The devil lived in Cobble Hill. That made total sense.

There was the sound of someone tittering like a lunatic, and that sound came from me.

"You need a change of scenery," the devil said, almost gently, reaching past me to click the power button on the remote. "Let's go."

I don't remember the walk to the devil's studio apartment. I do remember being struck when I entered, though, by the spartan hipsterism of it all -- the 1980s vintage Atari poster, the weathered and over-burnished furniture, the deliberately cracked mirror on one wall. The devil gestured me to a deceptively uncomfortable-looking chair that was actually quite comfortable, and then rummaged in the kitchen area for a moment, returning with a glass of something tannish and slightly cloudy.

"Drink it," he said.

"What is it?" I asked.

"Iced chamomile tea. Very soothing. It relaxes me."

The devil drank chamomile. This, like living in Cobble Hill, suddenly made enormous and inevitable sense. As much sense as Lacey Simonson preserving her sanity by reading and re-reading my book during her captivity.

I drank. It was soothing.

The devil pulled over an ottoman and sat in front of me, craning his neck to gaze into my downturned eyes. "You all right?"

"Did you do this?" I asked again, dully. "Did you have her kidnapped and and and tortured and abused and raped for months on end just so that--"

"Randall." He leaned in. "Randall, dude, look at me. Seriously, look at me. I need you to believe me: I did not do this."

It was as though whatever core element in the human being produces emotions had been -- for me -- swaddled in gauze. All of my emotions were there, intact, but they were at a remove. I experienced them as though watching them, not feeling them. I was angry and sick and horrified by what Lacey Simonson had gone through, but on a more fundamental level, it was like going through the motions. For my own benefit, maybe. To convince myself that I wasn't soulless, even though I knew I was. The devil had lived up to his end of the bargain, in horrifying fashion.

"I did not do this," he said again, and despite the fact that this was the devil speaking, I believed him. I believed him with my whole heart. As best I could tell, he hadn't actually lied to me thus far, and I could see no reason why he would start now. Maybe because I couldn't bear to contemplate the alternative.

"I didn't do this," he went on. "I saw it, but I didn't do it. I was there when he took her. I smelled the guilt on him. He'd been fantasizing about kidnapping someone for a long time. A very, very long time. And the time came that he couldn't live with just fantasizing any more. He had to take action. And I watched him do it."

"You could have stopped it," I choked. "You could have helped her."

"Believe it or not, I couldn't, Randall. Believe it or not, this was her path. Predestination is bullshit, but mostly because it's not precise. If I'd stopped him from kidnapping her, something else horrible would have happened to her."

"I thought you couldn't see the future."

"I can't. I explained this before. I can't see it precisely. I knew something would happen to her, but not what. And it didn't matter if I stopped this guy or if anyone did. Something was going to happen that would transform her from a sort of shallow, dreamy theater kid into a very strong, very impressive woman who's--"

"That's bullshit," I told him. "You're saying this was good for her?" It was so enormous and at the same time so offensive that I couldn't absorb it all at once. The very idea ripped a tiny hole in the gauze and I stood up and threw the glass across the room, shattering it against a wall. The devil didn't even flinch. "You're saying transformation only comes from tragedy?" I asked. "Of course you are; you're the fucking devil!"

He produced a broom and dustpan from near the fridge and started sweeping up the broken glass. "Randall, you can believe me or not, but I'm here to tell you that my interest isn't in turning people 'evil,' whatever that means. Read your Old Testament sometime, before the Kid's PR people got ahold of the texts. My job is to test humanity. Yeah, I tempt you guys, but it makes no difference to me if you succumb or not. Really." He dumped the glass in the trash. "You pass or fail on your own. I'm just here to make sure you take the damn test. I'm the proctor. End of story."

"And this was her test? Being raped over and over again by a psychopath?"

"Don't blame me -- take it up with the Old Man. He's the one who started the whole 'works in mysterious ways' and 'thou shalt not question the Lord thy God' shit. Me, I think you guys should get an owner's manual at birth that spells it all out nice and neat. But I got voted down on that and spent a few thousand years in a bituminous lake for my troubles."

"Poor Satan," I said with as much sarcasm as I could muster. I was somehow more upset at his attitude than at what had actually happened to Lacey Simonson.

"I don't want your sympathy. But this is your test. And you have to decide how you're going to deal with it."

"But this all started months ago," I said. "You knew it would happen. She was kidnapped with my book and you knew this would happen and the book would be a monster hit and..." I felt sick. Physically ill, even though I'd not eaten in hours. And I knew, in that moment -- I was soulless. Empty. The sickness was for my loss, not Lacey's. The rage of the thrown glass was aimed at myself, not at the devil. "I sold you my soul for nothing. This would have happened anyway. You had nothing to do with it."

The devil stroked his chin and favored me with a wicked grin. "Randall, my man... You are not gonna believe what happens next..."












































FOUR MONTHS LATER












































Wherein I Get Back to It

Life without a soul and with a hit book, it turns out, was as boring and as annoying as life with the former and without the latter.

Curious, I asked Tayvon early on: "Do I seem different to you?"

"You're a little stressed," he said, "but you're always a little stressed. Dr. Li--"

"Yeah, yeah, I know. Herbs."

So, to Tayvon, I seemed the same. To Manda, I seemed the same. She didn't notice my missing soul. She didn't notice that I'd strayed.

Gym Girl couldn't weigh in. I had seen her once or twice in the area around Body by You since our one-night stand, and she'd said nothing to me. I kept meaning to go to the gym, but things were so hectic since Flash/Back was spotted in Lacey's hands that my free time was suddenly very, very dear. I sort of wanted to stop by at least once, to tell her that I wasn't the sort of guy to fuck and run, that she wasn't just a frivolous fuck to me. But apparently I was that sort of guy. Apparently it came with the soulless territory. Then again, she hadn't tried to contact me, either.

Maybe I had just been a frivolous fuck to her. I suppose it was possible, even if the idea of someone (especially someone as gorgeous and boyfriended as Gym Girl) wanting to use me for sex was ridiculous.

"The world's a ridiculous place," the devil liked telling me.

How else did my life change? Not in many fun ways, to tell the truth.

New phone number, of course, because I was careless with the old one, back when I was a nobody. Too many people had it and it got out there and my phone rang so much that I thought it might vibrate itself to pieces.

No new address yet. I couldn't afford to break my lease and get a new place. Yes, Flash/Back had sold more than a hundred thousand copies in the time since Lacey's escape, with a sales velocity that presaged a million, but the way publishing works, I wouldn't see the royalties on that until the following year, if then. I was the biggest author in the world in that moment, and I was still living off of the bullshit advance money left over from when I signed the contract for Untitled Manuscript, which I'd been working on when Lacey Simonson's attacker conveniently keeled over from a heart attack due to the stress of raping his fantasy lust-object one too many times.

"There will be money soon," Sam promised me. "I'm still negotiating your contract and you're going to get your pile of money. Just be patient."

We met at Sam's office in midtown Manhattan. I had told him I wasn't meeting him for drinks or lunch or dinner in public any more. I was tired of him picking places where he would be seen with me, conveniently "bumping into" executives and big shots so that he could casually introduce me as his "star client." 

"It's been four months," I complained. "I can't even stay at my own place half the time -- people are camping out there like fucking Muslims at Mecca." I was exaggerating slightly -- for a couple of weeks, there'd been campers. Now there were occasional tourists coming by to snap pictures, some pathetic paparazzi, and -- every once in a while, seemingly at random -- someone with a sleeping bag who insisted on spending the night on the sidewalk outside my building.

"I know you don't want to hear this," he said, "but the longer this process takes, the better it is for you."

"That's what you said months ago!"

"And I was right, wasn't I? All six of the big publishers were fighting over you like sharks with chum. They kept one-upping each other. Did you want me to step in and shut that down?"

"I guess not."

"It could've been the difference between getting the five mill you got or just a million."

Just a million. Just a million. Every time I thought it -- every time I thought of the five I'd be getting -- my head swam with it. Stick that in the shittiest savings account in the world and you could practically live off the interest. My God. This was my life now.

Or would be my life, if Sam ever finished the goddamn contract negotiations so that I could sign the thing and get some money.

"I don't know why it takes so fucking long," I snapped. I snapped more easily these days. Another side effect of soullessness or just the natural by-product of being famous and broke? I didn't know. Didn't care. Another benefit of not having a soul. "You made the deal, right? Get them to finish up the contract already."

"I'm trying to protect you. You have a whole new set of concerns now that you're a rock star."

"Just don't let this go on even five minutes longer than you absolutely have to," I told him. "My bank account is looking pretty damn anemic."

"I can float you for a couple of months," he said. It made me grateful, but it also made me realize that this nonsense could be going on for that much longer. "Don't worry about money. Seriously. I'll advance you. What do you need? How in the hole are you?"

"I don't know!" I whined. "Because I don't know how much longer it's gonna be until I get the new advance."

"Say it's two more months," he said, and then hastily added, "not that I'm saying it will take that long. But things get a little slow after Thanksgiving. You know that. Even for a deal like this. Everyone's out of the office, contract people go on vacation... Figure you'll get paid right after the first of the year. Nice way to start the new year, right?"

It was a week until Thanksgiving. The idea of waiting that much longer...

"Maybe ten thousand," I told him. The amount seemed incongruously huge and minimal at the same time.

"Fatima will wire it to you first thing in the morning," he said. "I don't want you stressing about something silly like money at a time like this. I want you working on the new book."

The new book. After those initial, wildly prolific couple of days, I had stalled. Understandably, of course. With the chaos my life had become after Lacey Simonson's revelation, I had hardly had time for writing. I was assigned my own, dedicated publicist by my publisher, who was suddenly working very hard to keep me happy. Down/Town's launch party was that very night, and the following morning, I would embark on a ten-city, two week book launch tour -- my first. Plus, there were suddenly foreign offers for my backlist, Hollywood interest in everything I'd ever written... My job had shifted from "write books" to "manage a media career...and write books."

The last time I'd actually tried to write was a month or so after Lacey Day. I'd been foolish enough to think that I could just return to Construct and set up my laptop as usual. But the moment I walked in, it was as though I was a college guy coming home to take his underage girlfriend to the prom.

The junior prom.

Stares and whispers. Surprise, leavened with the deadliest of all emotions: Jealousy. I was a pro-baller showing off by sinking dunks on the kids at the local court.

Only Lovely Rita treated me the same. Lovely Rita did not have CNN or Internet access.

"Enjoy this time, Randall," Sam said. "It's all going to work out fine. I'll see you at the party tonight. I might even have some news about the Night/Light movie deal by then."

Night/Light, my debut novel, had not set the world on fire when published six years ago. Now, suddenly, it was the subject of what Sam described with no small measure of glee as a "ball-tearing dog fight" for the movie rights between two different Hollywood studios. How do you like that, clueless, pseudonymous online reviewer?

"OK, that's cool," I told him. I left the office, nodded to Fatima in the outer office, and went out into the chill of late autumn Manhattan.

I was the most famous author on the planet at that moment in time and I had all of a thousand bucks to my name.












































Wherein I Hang with the Devil

With my apartment only sporadically safe to live in, I found myself spending several nights a week at Manda's. The guilt I felt at cheating on her with Gym Girl hadn't lasted long; it had peeled off like a Band-Aid in the shower.

I still hadn't told Manda I loved her, mainly because I still didn't know if it was true. And even if it were true, didn't she deserve more than the love of a man who'd sold his soul to the devil? (For that matter, could someone soulless even love in the first place?) In the days after Lacey Day, she'd been instrumental in keeping me grounded as I suffered a combination of the dual shocks of sudden fame and the knowledge I had damned myself. I couldn't just repay that by breaking up with her, could I?

Just because I was soulless was no reason to be heartless in the bargain. I swore to myself that I would be as good a boyfriend as possible, that I wouldn't stray again.

Besides, if I couldn't be with Gym Girl, I should be with someone, right?

Nights when I wasn't at Manda's, I slept at the devil's Cobble Hill studio. He had the most comfortable futon I'd ever slept on.

I had to admit that when he first offered to let me crash there, I was a bit nervous. Before Lacey's emergence, he had not exhibited much in the way of devilish behavior, coming across more as a genetically recombined offspring of a frat boy and a hipster than the First of the Fallen. But what was he like the rest of the time, I wondered? What was the devil really like?

Apparently, I learned, much like the genetically recombined offspring of a frat boy and a hipster.

There was a lot of beer drinking. A lot of "Dude" and "Bro." A lot of TV marathons, usually of shows that had been canceled after -- or during -- a single season. Hanging out with the devil was no more frightening or interesting than just hanging out, period.

He tended to disappear for long stretches, during which time he left me the keys. When I asked where he went on his travels, he would merely shrug, straighten his hat, and say, "To and fro. Patrolling. Wandering. Pick your translation."

One time, I worked up the courage to ask him about my soul. "Where is it now? What's happening to it? I sort of thought selling it meant that you would get it when I die, but I slept with Gym Girl and I didn't feel guilty and--"

"It doesn't quite work the way you think it works," he said, leaning against the kitchen counter with a beer and an expression that told me he wouldn't bother with a straight answer. "Like, this one time, I took this kid's dad. I had a pretty sweet gig as a fisherman back in those days. It was like I decided to take the Kid's 'fisher of men' thing seriously, you know?"

I said nothing.

"So anyway, there I am, off the coast of England, right? And what I do is this: I set up under the water, pretty deep down. And as the ships sail overhead, I cast out my line, up into the air, and yoink them down below. Stick 'em in lobster cages. Not terribly efficient, I grant you, but not a bad way to laze away a few years.

"One day, this kid comes looking for me. Seems I took his dad a few years back and the kid wants him. He's got -- get this, Randall -- he's got a skin of magic wine. Can you believe that shit? I am not making this up. Magic wine. It's like he read the New Testament and took that shit way too seriously. He says he made it from the blood of dead sailors and then he challenges me to a drinking contest for the soul of his dad." The devil slapped the counter and chortled. "Can you believe this nonsense? Challenging me to a drinking contest? Hell, I invented--"

"You invented alcohol," I said, bored.

All of our conversations tended to devolve like that. But he kept his fridge well-stocked with beer and fruit. And I could always scrounge a frozen Snickers bar from somewhere in the hidden depths of the freezer. The devil and comfort food -- go figure.

Which is why, after leaving Sam's office that day, I went back to the devil's apartment. The devil was nowhere to be seen. I flopped onto the futon and eyed my laptop balefully. I knew I should be working on the new book. If I could manage to turn it in before I signed the contract, I would get my signing portion of the advance plus the Delivery and Acceptance portion. Something like two-thirds of the total advance, all in my pocket at once. Swoon.

But I wasn't ready to show anyone what I'd written already. And despite my free time, I just wasn't ready to write.

I thought I knew why: The party.

The launch party for Down/Town. To be held that very night. It wasn't the party itself, I guess. It wasn't that pretty much everyone in publishing was going to be there. It wasn't even that it was being held at Deux Livres, the snootiest bookstore on the island of Manhattan, a store that -- I had to admit -- had never even stocked my last three books, but which now suddenly was my biggest fan.

It was that Lacey would be there.

My publicist had had a brainstorm. Shortly after her time in the limelight, Lacey Simonson had quite completely and quite deliberately vanished from sight, to the point that some inelegant and crude person had even joked that maybe she'd been kidnapped again. (Oh, all right, I was the one who made the joke, but I only told it to the devil and he, of course, laughed his ass off.)

Despite offers of frighteningly huge sums of money to tell her story on TV or in books, Lacey had steadfastly refused. For a while, I wondered why, but then I remembered a line from my own book, from Flash/Back. 

"The things we're known for and forgiven for aren't always the things we've actually done."

Henry, the main character of the book, realizes that in a crucial epiphany -- the "flash" of the title. And it sends him "back" to his hometown, even though he's on the cusp of greatness in the big city. Henry's a misunderstood hero -- right place, right time, wrong reason, but no one cares about the reason. No one even knows. He pulls two girls from a burning building, but the only reason he's even in the area is because he's cruising a bad neighborhood looking for drugs and a prostitute he can piss on and maybe -- with a combination of the those two -- a tiny piece of understanding of his own past. And then luck and fortune descend upon him and he's a hero.

Almost, I realized now, the same thing that had happened to me. Except where you see "luck and fortune," read: "the machinations of Satan."

Read: The rape and torture of a young woman.

Henry returns home to a hero's welcome. And the book ends with him in a rented apartment, the detritus of a homecoming celebration all around him, powerless as he flicks through Craigslist looking for a whore.

"The things we're known for and forgiven for aren't always the things we've actually done."

Somehow, most of my massive influx of new readers seemed almost to deliberately misapprehend the whole point of the book. I heard constantly about its "uplifting," "life-affirming" qualities so often that I actually flipped through the book to make sure the ending I'd written had actually seen print. And there it was, just as depressing and brutal as I'd always intended it.

Lacey had spent months reading and re-reading Flash/Back. She would understand Henry and his choices. That sometimes we get things we don't deserve. Sometimes we get things we don't even want. And that no matter how something appears from the outside, it's usually much, much better or much, much worse from the inside.

She wouldn't speak to the press again. No one knew why, but I thought I did: Because nothing she said or did would ever change the initial impression people had from that first impromptu "press conference." Just like Henry could go home and be a hero by day and indulge in golden showers at night.

Yet Sherrie, my deviously smart publicist, managed to get in touch with Lacey and -- promising me she'd never used the words "the man who saved your soul" -- convinced Lacey to make one more public appearance: At the launch party. She wouldn't have to speak to the press. She wouldn't have to speak at all, if she didn't want to. She would just need to be seen.

She could even leave early, if she wanted.

The thought of meeting her.... It did things to me that I didn't understand. Turned my mind into a chainsaw juggling routine. In part, I wasn't sure what was expected of me. And in part, I just wanted it to be over. I didn't know this woman. I had written a book that -- through sheer coincidence -- she'd had in her possession when kidnapped, a book her abductor had allowed her to keep and read between torture sessions. What if he hadn't? Or what if she'd had someone else's book? I wasn't quite so arrogant as to believe that only my book could have preserved her sanity during her ordeal. Given her torment, it's likely that any book, any lifeline to the reality of her non-abducted life, would have sufficed. If she'd been carrying a copy of The World Almanac, it would have done the same.

So what was she going to expect of me? What was the world going to expect of me? In the hundreds of interviews I'd done over the past months, people kept asking me about Lacey and her reaction to my book. I eventually settled on, "I respect Ms. Simonson's privacy too much to speculate as to why she may have responded to my novel the way she did." Usually followed up with, "But of course, I'm so humbled and honored that it helped her, and I'm similarly thrilled by the reaction of so many others since then."

The "humbled and honored" bit was suggested by my publicist. She's right out of grad school and she's deviously smart. And cute. It's obvious to me that it would take very little on my part to get her into bed.

But I couldn't do that. Not to Manda. Not again.

As insane as the past few months had been, I knew that it was only going to get crazier. The timing of it all -- Lacey's rescue coming just before a new book of mine hit shelves -- combined with the frenzy over my new book extended what could have been a flash-in-the-pan. And it would get bigger.

The devil had promised that, after all...

"Randall, my man," he'd said that day, "you are not gonna believe what happens next..."

And, true enough, I didn't believe it. But then I did. I had no choice.

As big as my career had suddenly become, it was destined only to get bigger.

The one ripple on an otherwise perfectly glassy, bucolic, and smooth lake was Tayvon. He had shocked me two weeks after Lacey's appearance by informing me that he was healed enough that he would be going back on active duty in the Marines and returning to Afghanistan.

"Are you insane?" I asked him. "You were there for two years already. More than two years, really. Twenty-six months."

"People are still dying over there," he said, and no matter how much I pressed him, he never said much more.

"You served your country," I argued. "You put in your time."

"People are still dying over there."

"You could get killed or worse."

"People are still dying over there."

"What about your career here? You already put it on hold once. Now you're doing it again? Don't you deserve a life of your own?"

He grinned at me. "People are still dying over there."

My best friend was going away again, to the worst place on the planet. I bitterly held the devil accountable for this for several weeks, but eventually even I had to admit that he'd had nothing to do with it. Tayvon was just That Guy. His own life had no purpose other than the betterment of others' lives. Taking himself away from me when I really needed his centering, his counsel, his rock-steady presence was a small price -- maybe no price -- to pay.

So, we communicated via Skype, he from a base near Kabul when he wasn't deeper in country, I usually from the devil's sofa. I suppose an argument could be made by some that I was actually in more dangerous territory.

I hauled my laptop over and checked Skype. Nothing. It was just past midnight in Kabul, assuming Tayvon was even in Kabul. Assuming he was even alive.

I was his "death contact." If he died, I would be the first civilian to be informed, but how long would that take? Was it possible he was already dead somewhere in an Afghani desert and word was slowly wending its way back? Could it take days? Weeks? Every time I opened my laptop, I braced myself for the worst. What if he'd been killed a week ago and word was going to reach me -- finally -- right at that very moment?

I shut my laptop.

Just then, the devil breezed in after being gone for four days. He flashed me a grin and said, "Tayvon's not dead, dude. De-stress," then dived into the fridge for a beer.

"How do you know that?"

He flopped next to me on the futon and arched an eyebrow. "Give me the remote. Women's crew is on. I love women's crew."

We watched women's crew until it was time for me to get ready for the party. I had -- by this point -- a stash of clothes at the devil's place, tucked away in a flimsy wardrobe bought and hauled over there for that purpose. (His dresser drawers were filled with cargo shorts, neatly folded skinny jeans, and wildly patterned short sleeve shirts and faded vintage tees, which he wore even in the cold of November.) I dressed in my usual Public Writer Outfit: khakis with a gray blazer, white shirt open at the collar, artfully scuffed sneakers.

"I guess I'm still not invited?" the devil sulked.

"It's open to the public," I told him for the millionth time.

"Some people got invitations. I want an invitation."

"I'm sorry that I didn't put you on the list for the actual invitations. I couldn't tell them to put 'the devil' down, could I?"

He grunted and switched over to sumo wrestling on a different variety of ESPN.

I didn't have time to babysit the devil and assuage his hurt feelings. "If you change your mind, it's at 33rd and--"

"I know where it is," he said, somewhat darkly. "I know where everything is."

I treated myself to a cab from Brooklyn to midtown Manhattan, confident that Fatima would get that ten grand into my account soon enough and I would have a little more financial breathing room going into Thanksgiving.

I still hadn't decided what to do for Thanksgiving yet. Of course my dad, down South, wanted me to come visit. And in a shocker of shockers, Manda had, about a week previous, asked if I wanted to go with her to her parents' house in Connecticut. That was a little more serious than I could reasonably handle at that point in time. I had a ready-made excuse, though: My tour was beginning, and I would be traveled out. No desire to add Connecticut to an already-hectic schedule. I made all the appropriate "wish I could"-type noises, and declined.

When my publisher asked if I minded being on tour so close to the holidays, I said -- honestly -- that I didn't care. And so, I had absolutely no plans for Thanksgiving. Which was, actually, fine by me. I had never understood the mania for holidays, the relentless and almost desperate quest for memories and moments, the yearning for a familial felicity that doesn't exist during the non-holiday times, so why should it exist now? As a child, I'd never understood the hoopla and pomp of Thanksgiving, Christmas, New Year's. Even birthdays (my own included). They were just days, like any other, days arbitrarily denoted by tradition or myth to be somehow "special." I watched everyone run themselves ragged in an endless attempt to out-do previous years and previous events, only to end up the same -- torn wrapping paper confetti-ing the carpet, barely edible leftovers in the fridge, cranky kids dragged to bed, cranky adults refusing to speak to one another unless to snark or yell.

And at the end of these special days: Night. Sleep. And then a morning like any other, a day like every other. No matter what the "special occasion," we go to bed each night and awaken the next morning to just another day.

Even on this, the biggest launch day of my career.

The cab got me to Deux Livres early. I paused a moment outside to peruse the storefront, a massive tri-partite window I'd walked past any number of times, in vanity and in vain looking for my book in the window.

That night, my book was the only thing in the window.

Thirty or forty copies of Down/Town, artfully arranged around a gigantic cardboard standee rushed into production by my publisher. More copies of my other books, arrayed in a straight line like a soldier's rank at the bottom of the window. And a sign that read, "MEET THE AUTHOR! LAUNCH PARTY TONIGHT!"

I stared. This day felt special. But I knew in the morning I would wake up and it would be just another day.

Another day without my soul.

"Hey, there," Manda said, coming up to me and taking my arm. She was coming straight from work, so we'd agreed to meet at the store. "You look great."

"So do you," I said automatically, leaning in to kiss her cheek. She was dressed for work, which -- given that mommytobeeyotch.com's dress code could mean anything -- translated that day into tights, black skirt, a green, flowing blouse under a black vest. This was highly conservative wear for mommytobeeyotch.com.

She gripped my hand tightly, as if I needed support, and we went inside.












































Wherein My Book Launches

No one was there.  

Two men rushed to greet us when we walked in. The store's shelves and bookcases had been rearranged to provide a large space in the center of the store for guests to mingle, only there were no minglers present. A smallish raised platform had been set up near a display of my books, with a table and chair and a microphone. I guessed that this would be where I would be signing later. If anyone bothered to show up.

One more reason not to get invested in the idea of "special days."

"So wonderful to meet you at last!" one of the men said, pumping my hand with more enthusiasm than was strictly necessary. "I'm Roger, the store manager. This is Blake, our literary buyer."

"Such a fan," Blake gushed. "Can't even begin to tell you."

Then why haven't you carried my last three books? I thought, but did not say, did not even let slip onto my face, which I plastered with a poker player's lazy grin. "Thanks," I said. "That's always nice to hear."

"We're expecting a big crowd," Roger went on, "but you know publishing people -- late to everything." He chuckled as though it were a private joke, something he and I had concocted years ago, just the two of us. "In the meantime, can I get you something to eat or drink? The caterers won't be circulating for another ten minutes or so, but I can--"

"I'm fine," I interrupted. "Manda? Anything? Oh," I said before she could answer, "I'm sorry -- this is Manda. Manda, Roger and Blake."

They cooed appropriately, with the air of men who are used to meeting authors' amanuenses and paramours, often one and the same.

I took in the store, thinking how huge it looked, when empty.

"...and over here you'll sign," Roger was saying, "later in the evening. We'll want you to mingle, of course, but probably at around nine or so, Blake will make an announcement and you'll sign. Is that all right?"

"That's fine." Something occurred to me. "Is she here yet?"

Roger paled. He knew exactly who I was talking about, but pretended otherwise. "Who do you mean?"

"Lacey. Lacey Simonson."

"My, well, my understanding is that Miss Simonson will be arriving with a representative of your publisher. Security, you understand. We have a room in the back set aside for her, should she need it."

That was thoughtful. I made a circuit of the room, pretending to be engrossed in the books and the arrangements, but in reality, all I could think was, She backed out. They're doing damage control at the publisher right now. No one's coming. I knew it couldn't last. The devil screwed me over -- I'm not huge; I'm just a flash-in-the-pan.

As if the universe had a sadistic sense of humor, it chose that moment to fling open the doors to Deux Livres and let in a veritable flood of people.












































Wherein I Mingle

It was insane. There were at least two hundred people crammed into Deux Livres at any given moment, and every single one of them wanted to talk to me. I lost track of Manda early on in the crush and press of it all, focussed mainly on trying not to repeat myself too often and not to react when asked the usual stupid questions: Where do you get your ideas? Did this book actually happen to you?

So clueless. Missing the point of the book entirely. "Life-affirming" came up again and again until I wanted to grab the nearest admirer by the throat and scream, "You clueless dolt! You're too stupid to read my book!"

Fortunately, in amongst the strangers were familiar faces -- fellow authors, publishing folks known to me. My editor. Fatima showed up from Sam's office and offered Sam's apologies for not being there -- he was on a conference call with Hollywood on my behalf. My new publicist -- Sherrie -- was in the first wave of partygoers and did everything but magnetically attach herself to me for the first forty-five minutes. Once she realized I could handle myself, though, she detached, reminding me that she would be nearby and that I should summon her if I needed anything, "even just a break."

But I didn't need a break. Or a breather. Or even food, water, or air. I was living off the crowd, thriving on their energy. I was overwhelmed, but gloriously so. For a solipsist (as all authors are), this was heaven.

Everyone wanted me.

I even forgot -- temporarily -- about Lacey Simonson, until Sherrie sidled up to me and whispered that Lacey's flight had been delayed and she was "in the limo now," Deux Livres-bound at that very moment. My stomach neither flipped nor flopped, and that surprised me.

Roger took to the platform to quiet everyone down roughly an hour in. He gave a very nice, seemingly extemporaneous speech about me, my work, and the honor it was for Deux Livres to launch Down/Town, "even though we're in midtown," he joked.

He asked me to take the mic, which I hadn't expected. Fortunately, I was a decent off-the-cuff speaker, and I knew that less, especially in this instance, was more. I was careful to thank everyone at my publishing house whose names I could remember, throwing in "and everyone in Sales, Marketing, Production, and Design" just in case. I winked at Sherrie when I got to her name, just because it felt right. I considered thanking Manda, but was unsure as to why I should. It felt like "the thing to do," given that she was, technically, my girlfriend. But I'd written Down/Town long before I met her; she had nothing to do with it. I settled on, "...and I want to be sure to thank my girlfriend, Manda, for putting up with all the craziness these past few months. I wish I could say it was going to get better, but it's probably gonna get worse!"

The crowd liked that.

Moments after my impromptu speech, I was buttonholed by an editor from a competing house and an agent from another agency, both of whom tried to woo me away without sounding like they were trying to woo me away. I let them talk, munching on some carrot sticks and cheese to keep up my strength and absorb the alcohol I'd already drunk that evening. I listened politely, nodded in all the right places, and made utterly noncommittal noises. Sam had done well for me, and I liked my publisher.

I managed to extricate myself from their clutches without making or breaking any promises or commitments, only to bump -- literally -- into Fi, who wore a shimmering red sheath that barely covered her from nipple to upper thigh. Once again, Fi's ability to wear clothing like liquid poleaxed me and I hoped it didn't show in my expression.

"Nice turnout," Fi said, hugging me with no further preamble. In the time since our breakup, I had felt two other bodies pressed similarly against mine. So why was it that sometimes Fi's -- Fi's lost-to-me-for-months body -- felt most familiar, most proper, most fitting? Why could I have amazing sex with beautiful women and still want more from her? It churned my psyche.

I held her off at arm's length. "Thanks for coming," I said. I didn't know if she'd been invited or had just showed up.

No sooner had I said so than Manda approached, as though possessed of some sort of Ex-girlfriend Early Warning System. "Hello," she said, offering a hand. "I'm Manda."

"Oh!" Fi exclaimed, her excitement and effusive burbling a drastic counterpoint to Manda's muted reaction. "It is so nice to finally meet you! Randall has told me so much about you! And I've been like, 'I have got to meet this woman!' And I'm so glad I finally got to."

"That's nice of you," Manda said, caught off-guard. She looped her arm through mine; possessively, I thought. "Sweetheart," she who had never once called me by any sort of pet name said, "I'm going to the bar. Can I get you something?"

"Bourbon and water would be great."

"You should have something to eat, too," she said in a maternal tone I'd never heard before. "You've had a lot to drink."

"I just ate something."

"Carrots and cheese. I saw. You need carbs. I'll get you some crackers."

As she made her way through the crowd to the nearest caterer, Fi grinned after her. "So, she's the new girlfriend, eh?" Fi asked, sipping at her wine. "She seems nice."

"Nice" being Fi's way of avoiding the word "boring."

"She's very nice," I said, infusing the word with its proper meaning as I passed it back to her.

"Is she enough for you, though? She seems a little..." She drank more wine. "A little... I don't know. Normal. What does she do?"

"Web site for pregnant women's fashions," I said, as though by rote. "And what's wrong with normal?"

"Nothing. I'm not saying anything. But you'd think she would sex it up a little for her boyfriend's launch party, you know? And she's barely talking to anyone. Never figured you for the introvert, Randall. But all that matters is that you're happy."

Fi swished away just as Manda returned -- as promised -- with a plate of crackers and a bourbon. As well as a sour look on her face.

"That's your ex?" she asked, watching Fi thread her way through the crowd, pausing here and there to touch someone's shoulder and laugh too loud. "Jesus. I didn't know you went for the slutty types. Why didn't you ever say so?"

"She's not that slutty."

"If she sits down in that dress, I'll be able to see her uterus from here. Because I guarantee you she's not wearing underwear -- not in that thing."

"Yeah," I said with abject neutrality

"Do you like that?" she asked, not in a jealous or wondering tone, but more in disgust. "Is that what you like?"

I didn't know how to answer, not in any sort of full or truthful fashion. Because the fact was, yeah, I liked Fi's look. I didn't find it slutty. Or maybe I did, and Manda and I just had different connotations for the word "slutty." Fi's "look" was free and open and unrelentingly sexy in an "I need you" way.

But I couldn't say that because Manda wouldn't understand. She was psychologically (gender-ly?) incapable of understanding that simply because I found Fi sexy that I couldn't also find the anti-Fi -- Manda -- sexy for the quiet heat she gave off. Or that I couldn't also find Gym Girl sexy for her barely-restrained physicality, sheathed under a sophisticated veneer.

I didn't have a "type." Or, more accurately, my "type" was women in general. I loved them all. Or, perhaps more appropriately, lusted after them all. The innocent types, the flirty types, the sluts and the MILFs and the outright nasty bitches and the sweet ones and the confused ones and even the ones -- especially the ones? -- who had no interest in me whatsoever. I knew women liked to pigeonhole men into easy categories -- breast man, ass man, leg man -- but it wasn't that simple.

"It's been over between us for a long time," I told Manda. "There's no need to be jealous."

Manda stared at me with a combination of pity and shock. "Jealous? I'm not jealous at all. I just can't believe you were ever with a skank like that. Look at how she's hanging all over that guy." "That guy" being Marshall DeVoe, the president and publisher of an imprint at HarperCollins. Fi was so close to him, touching his arm, that the slightest cock of her hip would have brought their groins into contact. Marshall's wife stood next to him, her face frozen in an overly polite smile as her clueless (perhaps) husband laughed at something Fi had said.

"She's ridiculous," Manda went on. "How could I be jealous of her? Why did you even say jealous?" she turned to me. "Should I be jealous? Is that what you're saying?"

"No. Not at all." I squeezed her hand for reassurance. Hers or mine, I couldn't say. "That's what I mean -- there's no reason to be jealous."

I thought it might be time to tell Manda that I loved her. It seemed the right thing to do, given the circumstances, and it would definitely get me out of my current predicament. Don't worry, babe. I love you. I don't care about her any more.

But I wasn't sure it was true. And while I wasn't positive, I was more sure that it wasn't true. So I said nothing, as usual, and just held Manda's hand as people milled about and glad-handed me and told me how wonderful I was.












































Wherein I Meet Lacey

Another hour into the party, Sherrie slipped over to my side. Manda by now had detached from me and was by the bar, chatting with some folks from my publisher's digital design department.

"She's here," my publicist murmured, pressing close to me, ostensibly to make sure I could hear to the exclusion of everyone else.

I say "ostensibly," but that must have been the real reason. Everything else was my own hormonal conjecture. I suddenly wanted to get laid very badly and very well.

"Who?" I asked, realizing even as I said it who it had to be. A glance around the room revealed that Roger and Blake were surreptitiously guiding the partygoers away from the platform, as well as carving out a narrow furrow from there to a door leading to a back room. As my publicist led me over to the platform, I could hear Blake saying to a guest, "If you could please just move a bit this way-- Yes, ah, perfect, thank you... Special guest coming... Very special..."

Other than the Deux Livres crew, some key folks from my publisher, and yours truly, no one else knew about Lacey's trip.

I took up my spot on the platform, behind the microphone. A hush rippled through the crowd. Was he going to speak again, people wondered. I wondered, too. Was I supposed to introduce her? I had no idea what to say.

Roger came to my rescue, straightening his already impeccably straight tie as he hopped onto the platform.

"We have a very special guest tonight," he began, then hesitated as though he'd forgotten something. "I mean, of course, another very special guest tonight." He expertly paused for a smattering of applause and laughter. "I hope you'll all join me in welcoming a truly magnificent and courageous young lady--"

He probably intended to say her name next, but his words were lost as Lacey emerged from the back room door of Deux Livres and took her first steps towards the platform and towards me. She wore a cream-colored shirt with a black skirt and boots. No jewelry that I could tell. Not dressed up, and not dressed down.

There was a collective gasp, followed by the sound of everyone in the room fumbling for cell phones.

Her deliberate self-removal from the media spotlight had only enhanced her profile and her desirability. Everyone wants the picture of the woman who won't be photographed. Everyone lusts for details from the woman who won't speak. Without meaning to (I assume) Lacey had multiplied her fame by doing nothing. Henry would have understood. And commiserated.

To her credit, Lacey did not break stride; she maintained her poise as she walked through the crowd, steadily gazing straight ahead -- at me -- as she did so, flanked on either side by two large men I assumed to be bodyguards.

The first thing that I noticed about her was how truly beautiful she was. The photos of her the world had seen on TV and on the Internet for the months of her captivity were inevitably posed yearbook shots from high school. They reflected a sort of plasticized, Photoshopped beauty, the generic beauty of makeup ads and face cream commercials. But in real life, Lacey Simonson was a stunner -- a Cupid's bow of a mouth, a slightly crooked nose, large, luminous eyes, and a chin that almost could have been drawn with a protractor, so precise were its angles. The bald spot along the left side of her head had grown out enough to blend in with the short pixie cut she'd gotten some time after her rescue.

She reached the stage and -- without hesitation -- shook my hand.

What followed was a cacophony of applause, a chaos of camera shutters and a panoply of flashes. I smiled into them and did my best, but they overwhelmed me and I eventually held up a hand to shield my eyes, turning slightly away. Lacey did the same, turning so that we were facing each other at an angle, and we shared a brief, shy smile.

"This is sort of crazy," I whispered for her and her alone.

Lacey grinned. There was no sign that she had endured something truly and literally and horrifically crazy for so long.

She leaned over to Roger and I heard her ask, "Would it be all right if I said something?"

By now, the press in attendance was shouting out questions, most of them -- fortunately -- of the benignly inane variety: How are you doing, Lacey? Where have you been? One even asked -- in a laughable moment that I'm sure my publicist nevertheless appreciated -- What do you think of the new book?

Roger, of course, nodded and immediately took to the microphone once more, gesturing for quiet, which he eventually, grudgingly received. "Miss Simonson is going to make a brief statement," he said, and then immediately gestured again for quiet. "There will be no questions." I was proud of Roger -- he said this last with an air of such authority that even I wouldn't have dared ask a question.

The store fell silent as Lacey approached the mic. I could not believe how utterly poised she was, as though she did this all the time.

The only sound was the click of camera buttons. If Lacey was aware of them, she didn't show it.

"I just wanted to say," she began, "that I'm very honored to be here tonight. I'm actually happy to be anywhere at all tonight, but especially here. And the reason for my being here and the reason for my honor are one and the same. This man. Randall Banner."

She pointed to me, as if anyone needed me identified, and the crowd applauded.

"And this book," she went on, holding out her hand. One of the bodyguards obligingly slipped a copy of Flash/Back into her hands. It was worn, weathered, the cover torn in places, and the room went into a sort of shock as we all realized that this was The Copy. This was the Actual Book she'd read and re-read and re-re-read during her captivity.

"This book," she said, holding it aloft, "saved my sanity. And it saved my life. It gave me the strength to endure my time." Her tone and manner invested "my time" with all the personal horrors she could not or would not give voice to. "I am so grateful for this man and his talent. And not just for his talent, but for the goodness and passion in his heart, which compelled him to write this story. I would not be standing in front of you today without any of that."

Here she turned away from the microphone to look at me and there were tears in her eyes as she said, "Thank you, Randall," in a voice only I could hear.

So. Lacey had missed the point of the book. Like so many others. Henry isn't a good person. Henry is a flawed person. He's broken, and when he tries to be honest about it, the world refuses to listen.

Somehow, though, her misapprehension of the story bothered me less than that of others.

Back to the mic, she took a deep breath. "And I was wondering... Well, I was wondering if you would sign my book for me?"

The crowd erupted in genuine and relieved laughter. I felt light-headed. Lacey turned to me hopefully, apparently under the delusion that there was a chance I would not sign the book. I pawed in my jacket pocket for a pen and held out my hand for the book.

It was strange, taking it from her. I don't know what I expected. But it was just a book. My book. I'd signed hundreds of them, and in the future I would sign thousands more.

Just a book. A ratty, well-read book.

I flipped the book open to the title page.

FLASH/BACK

by Randall Banner

I froze. I didn't know what to write. I had little phrases I wrote when I inscribed my books, a different one for each title. For Flash/Back, I usually wrote "The future is still waiting," which made sense in the context of the book, and then signed my name with my approximation of a flourish. But I couldn't bring myself to sign Lacey Simonson's book the same way I'd signed so many others, the same way I would sign so many more later in the evening. I had to say something special. Something enduring. And I was woefully unprepared for it. If I had known that I was going to sign her book for her, I would have come up with something in advance. And now all I could do was stand there, with everyone watching, and--

Before I could ponder it any further and ruin it in the thinking, I scrawled:

Lacey: Flash/Back is now and forever your book, and I am honored to sign it for you.

I signed my name under that. I felt a sense of triumph at having come up with something that would mean something to her. When I handed it back to her, she clutched it to her chest for a small, holy moment, as though absorbing something from deep inside. Then she flung her arms around me, to the delight of the crowd.

"Thank you," she said again, and I said "You're welcome," though perhaps "No, thank you" might have been more appropriate.

And then -- in an instant, like a character in a fairy tale -- she was gone, whisked away by her bodyguards, leaving only the memory of her hug.

And the unsettling emotions it produced.

Or rather, did not produce.

For when Lacey Simonson hugged me, I felt nothing. Absolutely nothing at all.












































Wherein I Sign Books

Shortly thereafter, positioned at the desk on the platform, I began signing books, still internally in a roil over Lacey, or rather in a roil over not being in a roil over Lacey. If I'd had any doubts about the devil taking my soul (and I hadn't), they would have been answered by this.

Shouldn't I have felt something? She was responsible in no small way for my current fame and (hopefully) impending fortune. More to the point, she was a fellow human being who had suffered untold tortures and come through them as a result of -- she claimed -- the art that I made my life's work. She had given a wonderful little speech in my honor, had said heartfelt and passionate things about me and my work and yet, I felt as though I'd had no more emotional connection than with an ice cream sandwich.

I could not ponder long on this issue, though, as I suddenly had a new, more immediate issue: The book signing. My previous book signings had been similar to the old idiom about the nature of war: Long stretches of boredom punctuated by instances of sheer terror. In the past, my signings had been typically interminable hours of dull nothing (with the occasional passer-by asking, "You write books, huh?") rarely interrupted by a patron (usually a friend) asking to have a copy signed.

But this signing... This was truly worthy of the word "event."

I have no idea how many copies of the book I signed. No idea how many people actually stood on line and waited for me to scrawl my name across the title page. Sherrie stood next to me the whole time, diligently and with swift efficiency opening each new book to the title page to save me the effort. At first, it seemed an almost comical affectation on my part -- how difficult is it to open a book? -- but after the first fifty or so, I realized now much cumulative time and effort she was saving me.

When signing, I usually attempt to make my name somewhat legible (no one wants a book signed by R-squiggly line B-squiggly line), but my conscientious attention to detail quickly waned as the line grew longer and my hand grew more and more strained and soon I was signing a ragged uppercase R followed by a shaky line of indeterminate length and variance than could have simply been my first name or could have been first and surname. I had to forcibly remind myself to look up and make eye contact with each reader, to offer at least a grin and a "how are you?" to the strangers, of which there were many more than I ever could have hoped. Some strangers regarded me with that combination of eager familiarity and hopeful recognition that made me think I must have met them at some point in the past (or maybe even that very evening), so I was sure to smile extra-wide and say, "Good to see you!" feigning recognition and joy.

And then she was there. In my line. The last person I expected to see that night.

Gym Girl.

Decked out in a purple, spaghetti-strapped dress that must have been glued to her torso, her breasts crushed forward and together and up, practically leaping at me in invitation, her bare and sleek legs beckoning those of us -- meaning me -- who knew the delights between them. She put her copy of the book down before me -- Sherrie quickly flipped it to the appropriate page -- and said, leaning against the table, "It is so nice to meet you" in a voice that somehow invested the word "meet" with all manner of sybaritic undertones.

"Thanks for coming," I said, trying to keep the natural and understandable double-entendre from infiltrating my voice. I put my pen to the page and fortunately Sherrie just then said, "Spell your name, please?" as though I had neglected to ask, which I had, but not because I'd forgotten, rather because I already knew it.

"Abby," said Gym Girl, and spelled it for me. I pretended I'd never heard it before and flexed my sore hand and took my time giving her a proper and legible autograph.

"I've heard so much about his book," she said as I signed. "I just can't wait to read it. I've got all night. It's really great -- my boyfriend and my roommate are both out of town, so I have nothing to do. I can just curl up with this book all on my own."

"That's great," I managed to say.

"Good for you!" my publicist said, with something approaching wistful envy, making me wonder how long it had been since she'd been able to read a book for pleasure and/or how long since she'd been laid.

Aware of Manda standing not far away, I handed the book over to Gym Girl without allowing myself anything more than a momentary peek at her scrumptious cleavage. And then she moved aside -- swish of dress, toss of hips, Jesus -- and I was handed another book, another name, another scrawl.












































Wherein I Fuck

Hours later, I stumbled into my apartment, drunk on booze and high on life (and probably buzzed from the energy shots I'd been surreptitiously slamming back in the bathroom in order to keep my blood moving). Manda was blindingly drunk as well, having positioned herself by the open bar. It was the best vantage point  to follow Fi's movements through the crowd; she transitioned from sipping to drinking to outright guzzling glass after glass of Roger and Blake's good-ish chardonnay as the night wore on. We said nothing to each other as the door shut behind us, did not speak as our tongues found each other, as we fumbled for buttons, clasps, zippers, and buckles, kicking off shoes at the same time.

She spoke only to scream, "I love you, Randall!" in a voice I'd never heard before, and my heart tripped in panic, but her words had hardly been uttered before her hips intensified their rhythm, urging me on, and I obliged, slamming into her, slamming on her, coming so hard and so fast that I scarcely felt the orgasm and collapsed on top of her, twitching, breathing hard, our heartbeats off-syncopation. Our skin sweat-slick. Her breath in my ear with the throb of my own pulse.

She opened her mouth to speak -- I sensed it rather than saw it, my head resting between her breasts at the moment -- then said nothing. Was Fi ever that good? she wanted to ask, I somehow knew, and some part of me registered the psychological quirk that could lead to the equation:

CURRENT GIRLFRIEND + MEETING EX = MIND-BLOWING SEX

And then, as though turning a corner to a familiar street, I suddenly remembered--

I love you, Randall

--what she'd said. And what she really wanted to say right now.

Moments passed.

And still she said nothing. I rolled off of her and broke the silence with, "That was amazing," to which she smiled and giggled and said, "I think I'm still really drunk" before falling asleep, her hand clenched in mine.

I lay awake for no more than a half hour, the night's images flash-forwarding through my mind like TiVo in the hands of a spastic. My recent past was a stew of handshakes, low-cut dresses, glasses of wine pressed into my hand and thereafter delivered directly down my throat, women smirking that knowing smirk they have when they want you or want you to think they want you...

And Manda's orgasmic proclamation of love. What was I supposed to do with that?

I drifted off into a fitful sleep, dreaming that I was signing my name to a stack of thousands of books that kept trying to slam shut on me as I signed them. I had to sign faster and faster lest the books clamp down on my fingers and rip them off or mash them to pulp. My signature became more and more incoherent, a heart attack's EKG of lines and arcs as I furiously scribbled my name, desperate to finish just ahead of the hungry slap-slam of the book cover.

I woke up on my stomach, my body weight pleasantly crushing a sensational stainless steel erection to the sheets. Still full dark outside. Manda sprawled next to me and I almost reached for her, but something made me roll silently away instead, slipping out of bed and reaching for my phone.

you home?

The response came almost as soon as the message was sent.

yes

I pulled on jeans and a shirt, grabbed my shoes and laced them up in the hallway. Crept down the stairs, miraculously not envisioning for a single instant how abjectly wrong this all was and how utterly it could backfire.

Outside my building, the devil sat at the wheel of an idling cab, a gray beret perched rakishly and a twinkle in his eye.

"Where to?" he asked. "As if I didn't know."

"This is a one-time thing," I told him.

"By my count," he put the car in gear and pulled away from the curb, "this is more like a two-time thing."

"I mean sneaking out like this. I'm not doing this again."

"Tonight is a special night," the devil admitted. I noticed with something like disconcerted amusement that the devil assiduously obeyed the traffic laws. "Not many nights you have three prime slam-pieces in the same room, all of them exuding fierce competition pheromones to try to out-seduce you."

My mouth turned down at the term "slam-pieces." "Do you have to talk like that? They're human beings, for God's sake. Not fuck-dolls."

"First of all," he said, glaring at me in the rearview mirror, "they're not human beings for you-know-who's sake. They're human beings for their own sake. Second of all, I'm just employing a convenient vernacular to express my opinion of your treatment of these ladies. I actually consider myself a feminist."

"Of course you do."

"Gloria Steinem is delightful. I spent a lot of time with her, back in the day. Who do you think gave her the idea to go undercover as a Playboy Bunny?"

"You did, of course."

"Of course."

"So...feminism is evil?"

He chuckled. "Dude. Please. Feminism is a redress for millennia of wrongs committed by one half of your species against the other."

"And you care about that because...?"

"Because it really fucks with you guys."

Fortunately, the devil knew a shortcut to Brooklyn Heights, and before I knew it, I was standing at Gym Girl's door and I didn't even hesitate before I knocked.

She answered the door in a transparent teddy, garter belt, strategically-ripped stockings, and absolutely no panties. She dragged me into her apartment and said, staring into my eyes with a troubling intensity, "You need to understand that I'm going to fuck you into oblivion and you can't stop me."

I didn't know what it would be like to be fucked into oblivion, but I decided right then and there that if it was going to happen to me, it might as well happen that night and with that woman. "I wouldn't dream of stopping you," I told her.

I had never been to Gym Girl's apartment before. She made certain that I became intimately familiar with the layout of the furniture -- bending over the back of the sofa to take me standing up. Shoving me into a chair to kneel between my legs and take my still-wet cock in her mouth. Sprawling on the throw rug, legs spread, knees bent, beckoning me to slide into my proper and reserved place. Thanks to my earlier dalliance with Manda, I possessed Viagra-like stamina and lasted through multiple bouts of fucking throughout the living room, a particularly imaginative and precarious five minutes on the kitchen table and, finally, a roaring explosive doggy-style finish on a bed in a bedroom that I later learned was actually Gym Girl's roommate's.

"It turns me on, fucking in someone else's bed," she murmured, her tone young and girlish and confessional. "I don't know why."

I wanted to ask if she'd ever done this before, despoiled her roommate's bed without her knowledge. Then wondered if she'd ever done it with her roommate's knowledge, perhaps with her roommate's willing participation. Because isn't that, after all, the dream (the clichéd dream, but the dream nonetheless) of most men?

"So that was your girlfriend," she said noncommittally, shattering the fantasy building in my mind and in my groin.

"Yeah." I pulled her to me. Planted a kiss on the top of her head. It felt good. Right. Maybe...

"And the other one was... Your ex? The crazy one?"

"Yep."

"I don't want you to think..." she drifted off for a moment, then, clearing her throat, continued. "I don't want you to think that I'm trying to pull you away from her or anything."

"Oh."

"It's just that... I don't plan on leaving James any time soon."

"I understand," I said, not understanding.

"We have a sort of open relationship," she explained, and I pondered exactly where on the spectrum of monogamy to outright profligate promiscuity a "sort of" open relationship placed her. And then I immediately wondered if I should have used a condom, the sort of question one tends to ask long after its answer is even remotely relevant.

"It's not like I make a habit of this," she said. "But he has his life and I have mine. And there are certain things I save for him. You understand."

Once again, I didn't precisely understand, though I confess my mind immediately commenced roaming the pleasure gardens of illicit sex, with brief though potent flashes of my short sexual history with Gym Girl. Given our own acrobatics, I wondered what on earth those "certain things" could be. There was a very, very short list of them and it shrank by one or two each time we joined genitals.

"You're awfully quiet," she said. "Are you upset? I would get that."

"I guess I wondered if it was just a one-time thing--"

"As I recall, it was more like a bunch of times," she said.

"Yeah. I know. I guess maybe... I guess maybe when I didn't hear from you, I figured it was over and then you showed up tonight..."

"I didn't hear from you, either," she pointed out. "Can I ask you something?"

"Sure," I said.

"Remember when you told me you sold your soul? Way back?"

The last thing I expected her to ask about. "Yeah."

"What the heck was that all about?"

I shrugged. "Just me being a writer."

"So, like, you meant it metaphorically?"

"Yeah."

"I thought maybe you meant... I thought you meant, like, selling out, you know? Like Down/Town would have a happy ending or something, unlike your other books."

"You've read my books?"

She grinned. "Of course I have."

"And you liked them?"

"I did. But you know, if you do 'sell out' or whatever... There's nothing wrong with a happy ending, Randy."

I'd never written a happy ending in my career. I wasn't sure I knew how. And now, without a soul, was it even possible?

"Do I seem different to you?" I asked her. "Compared to when we met at the gym, those first few weeks when we first started hanging out."

"Not really. Maybe a little more assertive."

"Assertive?"

"Assertive."

I bit my lip and told myself not to go on, but I couldn't help myself. "Not, like, bad or anything?"

She smiled at me. "Randall... We're all bad."

"Is that true?" I asked the woman cuckolding her boyfriend with another woman's boyfriend in her roommate's bed.

"It's the truth."

"The truth," I told her -- and it was a truth that I didn't know until I heard myself say it aloud -- "is that I sort of want to turn you over and rip off that nightie and fuck you again."

"You can't rip the nightie," she said in a tone of voice that told me that I could tear it to shreds.

I did.












































Wherein I Attempt to Return 

I was cock-sore and smelled like I'd been dipped in a combination of orange spice (Gym Girl's newest body lotion) and water, pyridine, squalene, urea, acetic acid, lactic acid, and more (Gym Girl's vaginal secretions). I half-expected the devil to be waiting for me in his cab when I emerged from her apartment building coincident with the sun emerging along the Atlantic skyline, but instead there was only a homeless man pushing a grocery cart laden with plastic bags stretched sausage-casing-tight with bottles and cans, ambling up the sidewalk and whistling a tuneless rendition of something I eventually recognized as "Hit Me Baby, One More Time."

I made my way to the nearest subway stop, realized I'd left my wallet on my dresser -- four feet from a sleeping Manda -- and thumped my forehead against a grimy Brooklyn subway wall.

"Randy?" a voice asked. "Randy, that you?"

Lovely Rita had come up behind me, shuffling in shoes gone thin as socks.

"Sorry, Rita." I thrust my hands into my pockets as if to show how empty they were, how roomy. "Nothing on me. At all."

She frowned, an expression that served only to make her less lovely. "I ain't lookin' for a handout, Randy. Just surprised to see you here. So early." She squinted, uglifying herself further. "You lost?"

I actually found myself opening my mouth, ready to explain to Lovely Rita that I was not lost, but, rather stranded mere blocks from the site of my latest faithless liaison. And then immediately shut my mouth because...since when is any of that her business?

"Left my wallet at home," I managed at last, falling back on the humiliating (and stupid) truth.

Rita patted her breasts with an mien of such focused concentration that I thought perhaps she was working her way through the opening stages of a massive stroke. But a moment later, she groped inside her ratty shirt and produced a slightly bent MetroCard.

"Should be enough on here to swipe you in." She unbent the card and slid it through the turnstile. "Yep! Go on ahead."

I passed through the turnstile, numb with gratitude. I turned to thank her, but she just waggled her fingers in the air, grinned a partly-toothed grin, and said, "I be seein' you again!" before waddling off.

If I'd had money to give her, I would have. Not that it would have mattered. Charity to the contrary, I was going to hell when I died.

Was she a guardian angel? Sent by the devil to get me home? No idea. I raced for the subway.












































Wherein I Lie My Ass Off

Home, I silently thanked God or the devil or whomever was responsible that I had not neglected to take my keys with me. I slipped the key into the lock as quietly as I could, then minced the door open a centimeter at a time, only to find that Manda was already awake, standing just inside the apartment, wearing my bathrobe.

"Randall!" she shrieked, and threw herself at me, making me aware not only of the curve of her under the robe, but also the smell of Gym Girl that must have still clung to me. Would it be similar enough to her own scent to go unrecognized? Or was that just a pipe-dream?

"Whoa!" I told her. "Whoa!" I separated us, as though overwhelmed by her emotion, when in reality I needed the distance solely for olfactory purposes. "Let me get in the door!"

The fact that she'd thrown herself at me rather than screamed at me led me to believe that she'd only been awake a short time, and so didn't know exactly how long I'd been gone. I ransacked my brain for an excuse and readily found one. Thank God (or, again, the devil) for a novelist's innate ability to make shit up.

"I went out to surprise you with some bagels for breakfast," I told her, "but like an idiot I forgot my wallet."

"And your phone!" she wailed, gesturing with both hands, each of which, I realized now, held a cellphone. "I tried calling you, but it just rang from the sofa and then--"

"Hey," I told her, aware that a comforting embrace was well-due at this point, but not being willing to risk it, "it's OK. I'm sorry. I just went out for a sec to surprise you and I was trying so hard to be quiet that I totally forgot my wallet and phone." I shook my head and put on my best expression of male self-reproachment. "I'm just an idiot, is all."

She deflated a bit and slumped against the kitchen counter...then grinned and laughed self-deprecatingly. "God. I'm sorry. I didn't mean to freak out. That was stupid. You can do whatever. Obviously. It just-- It was just the first time I'd woken up here alone and it was weird, you know, and I didn't know what to--"

"It's fine," I said as smoothly as I knew how. "Look, why don't we go out for breakfast? You need to grab a shower first?" Slipping the thought in there.

"A shower?" She looked puzzled. "No."

"Well, go get dressed," I said airily, "and I'm just gonna grab a quick shower before we go, OK?"

Without waiting for her to acquiesce or demur, I headed into the bathroom and turned on the faucet.

The devil sat on the toilet, pants around his ankles, a copy of Rolling Stone open on his lap to cover his underworldly junk. "Man," he said, grinning, "you missed getting your dick cut off by about this much." He held his thumb and forefinger a centimeter or two apart. "Which probably wouldn't be a bad thing. Go out on a high note, you know?"

"Were you there?" I asked him, covering my speech with the sound of the running shower. "Were you watching me with her all night?"

"Told you before: That's not my thing. Besides, I didn't have to. I told you before -- I can smell guilt. Sin. I don't need to witness it, dude -- I relive it every time you think of it. Emotional sensory transfer." He shrugged. "Comes in handy."

"Do you have to take a shit in my bathroom?"

"Well, I have to do it somewhere!"

"You have your own place. I've been there."

"Your seat is more comfortable," the devil said, and shimmied side-to-side as though to prove it.

"Well, could you wrap it up and leave so that I can take a shower?"

"That was a pretty slick move," the devil confessed. "No pun intended. I mean, vis-a-vis your slick moves earlier."

"Yeah, I got it. And hey, thanks for stranding me in Brooklyn Heights."

The devil shrugged. "I wouldn't be the devil if I wasn't at least inconvenient every now and then, right? Besides, I picked up a fare to Queens."

"Please leave," I groaned. "I just want to get a shower."

The devil waved at me as if I were a bad smell. "Dude, I've seen it all before."

I remembered him describing my inaugural masturbation session, age ten. He had seen it all before. I stripped off my clothes and hopped in the shower without comment.

"Don't drop the soap!" the devil chortled, and then flushed the toilet. I bit back a scream.












































Wherein I Tour

Sitting on the floor of SFO, en route to PDX, waiting for Sherrie to come back from the bathroom, I videochatted with Tayvon on the other side of the world. I wasn't sure what time it was in the specific part of Afghanistan from which he responded. Then again, I wasn't entirely sure what time it was in my part of the United States, either. My iPad said one thing; my wristwatch said another; my internal body clock said a third. I didn't really trust any of them.

"...so you think you'll see Gym Girl again when you get back to New York?" he asked. I had, of course, confessed all to Tayvon. I could be my best, most honest self with him. Which made sense, soul or not -- after all, I wasn't trying to fuck him.

"I don't know. I can't figure her out. She's playing it all very casual."

"What about you? How are you playing it?"

I didn't know the answer to that, either. But in the meantime, I still had Manda. Sweet in the right ways. Cool in the right ways. Maybe not a sex-bomb, but better than ending up like my father -- alone and lonesome (the two aren't always intertwined) and jerking off his last days.

"I'm cool either way, I guess."

"At least she's not crazy like Fiona was. Same for Manda, too."

"True dat," I said in my best "bitches be crazy" voice.

Tayvon gave an indulgent chuckle. "How's everything else going?"

You mean other than losing my soul to Satan? I wanted to ask. But there was no point. It was done and over with. Now was the time to reap what I'd sown, and I was determined the reap the hell out it.

"Four cities in three days so far," I told him. "Not that I'm complaining."

I waited for him to tell me to quit whining, that just yesterday he'd been under heavy Taliban gunfire. Or that his position had been rocket-attacked and two of his buddies were dead, another one Medevaced out and expected to live...less the usual number of limbs.

Instead, he said, "It's been quiet over here. Boring as hell. Keep waiting for something to happen and then keep beating myself up for wanting something to happen."

"Would it really be so horrible if you spent your tour being bored out of your skull?" I asked.

"That's not why I'm here, man. You know that."

I knew it. But I didn't understand it. Not really. The military and its culture, its strangely rigid codes, were a mystery to me. If it was as simple as "I like killing people," then I could understand -- military service could be a free ticket to shooting people and receiving not a prison sentence, but rather a medal in return. But from Tayvon and his friends I'd spoken to, it wasn't about that at all. They used words I understood -- honor, defense, protection, truth, patriotism, love, commitment -- but invested them with shades of meaning that were beyond me.

"I'm just glad you're safe for now, is all."

"Shit, so am I. No one wants to be in danger."

There again: A complete paradox, an oxymoron. If you don't want to be in danger, I yearned to say, then why the hell are you there at all? But saying that would earn me something worse than a head-shake and a comment that I "just don't understand." It would earn me one more attempt on Tayvon's part to explain it. One more opportunity for me to feel like an idiot for Not Getting It.

"No one wants to be on my tour, either," I joked weakly. Tayvon's eyes narrowed. As always, he took me way too seriously.

"You all right, bro? Are they pushing you too hard?"

"No, man. No." Just like him -- he's in a warzone and I'm being shepherded around the country on my publisher's dime and he's more worried about me than about himself. "I'm fine. They're taking good care of me. I've even been stealing a little time to write." Total lie. I hadn't done any writing since getting on the first plane at JFK.

Normally, I wouldn't lie to Tayvon about something like that. Or about anything, for that matter. But considering his situation compared to mine, I just couldn't bring myself to lay more of my burdens on his shoulders. Tayvon being Tayvon, he would try to help from half a world away. Try to solve my problems, try to carry my load. And the last thing he needed was a distraction, when death could come at him from any direction and in any number of ways. 

Sometimes having a best friend with a hero complex is a chore.

"Is this still the same book?" Tayvon asked, installing all manner of disapproval and angst into those two words. Afghanistan hadn't changed his opinion -- he didn't think it was worth my time and effort.

"Yeah, same book. When it's finished, you'll see. I'm right about it. People will dig it." I'd thought that even before the devil and the day of post-bagel intestinal distress. I thought it doubly now.

"I guess we'll see," he said doubtfully. "But you're looking for something special where it doesn't exist. It's gonna be a bummer."

"You've read my books -- they're all bummers."

"I mean a bummer to you, man."

"I don't think so."

"You're wrong."

"If you say so. Take care of yourself over there."

"You, too."

I promised him I would and then -- feeling guilty for my lie -- found a less-noisy corner of the airport to set up my laptop and starting tapping away. I had an hour before my flight and convinced myself that I could get a few hundred words in.

Within a matter of minutes, though, I became aware of the devil's presence, his lurking, lingering insouciant malice. I had neither seen nor sensed him since before I'd left on tour and had become so accustomed to life without him that his sudden reappearance left me fumbling for words.

"How's it going?" the devil asked, slouching next to me with the air of a weary traveler. He wore a jaunty yellowish fedora with a black band, as well as a pair of Anti-Social jeans, the brand to which I knew only because the words "ANTI-SOCIAL" were stamped on them just above his ass.

"Where have you been?" I asked, pretending to care.

He gestured expansively. "Georgia. The state, not the country. Can you believe some kid tried to get out of giving me his soul by challenging me to a fiddle-playing contest? Of all things."

"And I suppose you play a mean fiddle."

"I do. I also cheat because I have a truly kick-ass back-up band. Hey, you gonna finish that?" At first I thought he meant the new book, but then I realized he meant the open bag of peanut M&Ms at my side.

"Probably."

"You won't miss a couple," he said with the air of a confidant, swiping a brown and a blue M&M. "Mmmmm," he moaned a bit too happily. "Peanuts, chocolate, hard candy shell..."

"Let me guess -- you invented them, too, along with oral sex and breast play."

"Your sarcasm ill suits you," he told me. "For your information, no -- I did not invent peanut M&Ms." He sniffed. "I invented plain M&Ms. The peanut addition was a human innovation and proof, BTW, that you little dust monkeys are a lot more clever than the Old Man gives you credit for. If it was up to him, you'd still be eating the natural fruits of the earth and all that crap."

"Wouldn't we be better off that way?"

"Why?" He seemed genuinely puzzled.

"Are you serious? Obesity. Heart disease. Diabetes."

"Weight Watchers. Lipitor. Insulin." He ticked them off on his fingers. "That's what I absolutely love about you people. Yeah, you fuck yourselves over, but then you fix your own problems, too. Look, yeah, you could live a life of monkish asceticism and live to a ripe old age. But what's the fun in that? You guys have figured out how to wallow in the sublime glory of fried Oreos and still make it out alive. Bravo for you. That's some ingenious shit there."

He took a yellow M&M.

"Come on."

"Keep writing," he said, and stood to go.

"Where are you going? And hey -- what's up with my soul now? Where is it? What are you doing with it?" Or to it? I wanted to ask, but didn't.

"I'm headed to Memphis. I love the blues and there's a great festival there this weekend. Have fun. Don't worry so much about your soul, Randall. You're supposed to be having the time of your life right now. Enjoy it! Enjoy that." He nodded to one side as he slipped away, and I realized he meant for me to look towards Sherrie, who was now coming my way.

Enjoy that, he said. I was offended, then abashed at my own offense, then rallied to reinforce my original offense with righteous indignation. Had I done some things I wasn't proud of, back East? Had I cheated on Manda and helped Gym Girl cheat on her boyfriend, in her roommate's bed, no less? Yes. Yes, absolutely, I'd done those things. I had done them and I couldn't undo them, even if I wanted to.

Did I want to? I couldn't tell. They were objectively wrong, I knew, but -- status of my soul notwithstanding -- I had done them of my free will. I had to "own them," a parlance that savored of pop psychology and reality TV, but echoed with truth nonetheless.

I suddenly and shiveringly felt that I now had an excellent idea of what the rest of my utterly soulless life would be. And maybe even a glimpse into my own personal hell.












































Wherein I Talk to My Dad Again

Just before boarding, my phone rang. It was my father.

"How are you surviving out there without your girl?" he asked. "Managing to keep things well in hand? Get it?"

"Yeah, Dad, I got it."

"Because by 'things' I mean your Johnson and by 'in hand' I mean--"

"I said I got it, Dad. You can stop now."

"Just making sure you understand me."

"Even though I wish I didn't, I do."

"Why do you have to be like that?" he whined. "We're talking about a perfectly natural part of living. It's human nature. It's biology. If I asked how your blood pressure was, you wouldn't get all sniffy, would you? No. And speaking of which, there's scientific evidence that rubbing one out on a regular basis helps keep your blood pressure low. How do you like that?"

"My blood pressure is great, Dad." Or so I assumed. I couldn't remember the last time I'd had it checked. Would it be ironic or poetic for me to sell my soul and then stroke out in an airport?

"Well, that's good to know. High blood pressure means fewer boners."

"I'm aware."

"Look, just because you're a grown-up, big-shot, world-famous author doesn't mean you're not still my kid, Randall. I'm still concerned for you. Still worried about you."

I squeezed my eyes shut. I tried to remember the last time my dad had expressed concern for me. Tried to remember the last conversation we'd had that did not revolve around his twin loves.

Going back a few years, I could remember him calling once to bitch and moan about my first stepmother not returning his phone calls after my second stepmother's death. I hadn't gotten along with either of them -- dead for real or dead to him, it made no difference to me.

And what was I supposed to do with the concern -- much less the advice -- of a man who'd chased away two women and driven a third to an early grave? He was a cautionary tale made flesh.

It would have bothered me, once, thinking those things. But now I had no soul. And one of the benefits of having no soul was that I didn't care.

"Look, I really have to go, Dad. They're about to tell us to shut down our phones." I wasn't even on the plane yet.

"Just take care of yourself, all right?"

"I will, Dad."

"By which I mean--"

"Bye, Dad."












































Wherein I Swear Not To

On the plane, they told us to power down our cellphones and electronic devices. (For real, this time.) Next to me, Sherrie dutifully shut down her phone and slipped her laptop into the seatback pocket.

She crossed her legs. She was twenty-three. I was thirty-five. Jesus. She had the body only the young have, the body designed by evolution to make us want to fuck as much as humanly possible. Or maybe designed by God. I don't know. The devil, if asked, would probably claim credit, and who was I to gainsay him?

I sighed heavily.

"Are you OK?" Sherrie asked. "Do you need anything?"

I couldn't tell her that the sight of her legs had initiated the sigh. "I just need some sleep, I guess," and then felt immediately abashed. Sherrie was on the same punishing schedule as I, only she had the additional task of taking care of me, waking at least an hour earlier and going to bed an hour later.

"Once we take off, you can get some sleep," she said.

"I can't sleep on planes."

"Maybe I can help," she said, and my perverted brain immediately flashed a tableau: Sherrie efficiently handjobbing me under a rust-red American Airlines blanket, the orgasmic release ferrying me off to a gentle sleep...

No, no, wait -- even better -- Sherrie contorted into a kneeling position in the plane's bathroom, my cock -- my tumescent cock; I love the word "tumescent" for some reason -- in her mouth.

But wait. An airplane bathroom floor was pretty disgusting. I didn't want to imagine Sherrie's lovely knees on that floor. Gross.

"...might help you sleep," she said, holding out a blister-packet of pills. Strictly over-the-counter. Allergy medicine. "And even if it doesn't, it'll chase away the sniffles." She smiled an adorably dimpled smile with the mouth that -- moments ago, fantastically speaking -- had been servicing me.

"I'll be OK," I told her.

She tucked the pills back in her bag and slid it under the seat in front of her. "Do you need anything else?" she asked, then yawned, her shirt pressed tight, molding to her body. I saw at least two things I needed.

"No. I'm fine. Get some sleep if you can."

"I'm all right," she assured me, and was asleep before take-off, affording me the opportunity to clap my eyes to her.

No, I told myself. Not her. She's a fucking kid, for God's sake. She's right out of college. She works for your publisher. Don't be that guy.

After take-off, the guy in front of me immediately reclined his seat all the way back. My knees touched the back of the seat. I hate that. Why do people do that?

I got up to go to the bathroom and shot a dirty look at the guy in front of me, then recoiled when I realized it was -- of course -- the devil.

"What the fuck?" I whispered to him. All around us, most of our fellow travelers were asleep, but the devil was plugged into a headset, fixedly gazing at the in-flight movie.

"Watching a movie here..." He waved me away.

I yanked his plug out. "I thought you were going to Memphis. This plane's going to--"

"Connecting flight," he whispered, grabbing back his cord. "Do you have any idea how expensive the direct flight was? Ridiculous. You'd think I was in charge of air travel in this country."

"Do you have to lean back all the way? My knees are in my fucking gut."

"It's comfortable."

"You're killing me."

"Don't be so melodramatic. If you need more room, lean your own seat back."

"That'll just fuck over the guy behind me."

"So then he leans his seat back. And so on. It's the way of the world. It works for everyone."

I shot a quick look down the aisle. "But then you get to that guy at the very end, against the bulkhead. He can't lean back at all."

The devil grinned lazily. "Well, all right then -- it works for almost everyone."

"That's--"

"Don't you have more pressing issues to consider?" he asked, indicating Sherrie with a movement of his head. "It won't take much, you know."

"I'm not going to do that."

"That? She's a human being! She's a her, Randall."

"I didn't mean... Jesus. I mean I'm not going there."

"Interesting. So that's where you draw the line." The devil shrugged and jacked back in and nothing I said or did could persuade him out of his reverie.

I retreated to the bathroom, stunned to find I was hard. I waited for my erection to subside so that I could piss, but kept lingering on the fantasy of Sherrie blowing me. Suddenly I was no longer concerned with the grime on her knees. The plane was quiet -- I considered jerking off, but thought of my father telling me to keep things in hand.

The erection was no longer a problem. I pissed.












































Wherein I Eat Part of a Bag of Peanuts 

I was one of the few passengers awake when the flight attendants wheeled the cart into the aisle. I was pecking away at my laptop, noodling around with the book. I took a hot tea and a packet of peanuts.

The devil reached back and snagged half of the peanuts before I could stop him.












































Wherein I Hollywood 

PDX was a blur. We were in town for something like twelve hours, I believe, and I didn't even remember signing books. Sherrie assured me I did.

I barely remembered landing at LAX. It was after midnight, I know, and I'm sure we took a cab to the hotel. I dreamt so powerfully of sleeping with Sherrie that I woke up convinced she was next to me in bed. When she wasn't, I padded into the bathroom, certain she would be there.

She wasn't. Nor was the devil. I crawled back into bed, relieved that I'd kept my word to myself.

You still have a week to go on tour, I told myself. You could still--

I slept.

The next day, Sherrie called me at nine, waking me after a blissful and foreign seven hours of sleep, the most I'd gotten on tour to date. I thought of Tayvon and tried not to pat myself too heartily on the back for surviving so long without sleep.

I lay on the bed, absent-mindedly playing with my morning wood as Sherrie talked. "Remember," she said, "you have the Hollywood people for brunch at ten, so you'll need to be in the lobby by five of or so."

I had completely forgotten about the Hollywood meeting. Apparently, I had Hollywood people now. When had that happened? I didn't remember requesting them. Or interviewing them. Or anythinging them. They just were. I wished for Sam by my side to guide me through this meeting.

"OK," I told her, simultaneously guilt-ridden and thrilled to be touching myself while talking to her. "I'll see you then."

"I'm not going to be there," she said with all the propriety of a Victorian novel. "This is between you and your movie folks. We don't have anything to do with it." "We" meaning the publisher, of course.

"Right. Right. I wasn't thinking." I also wasn't playing with myself any more. I hopped out of bed and headed for the shower. I had only spoken to the Hollywood people once or twice on the phone, to set up this brunch. Malcolm Warner ("not one of the brothers," he liked to joke) and his assistant, Crystyl, as I recalled. Why was I accreting "people" now? Was I paying them? What the hell was going on?

Sam had explained it to me, but it had been in the early days of my sudden fame, and I was too distracted by the press and too annoyed at my lack of money to pay attention.

I made it to the lobby by ten of, easily, my stomach rumbling loudly enough that I was grateful for the bustle of the hotel to cover it up. Malcolm and Crystyl arrived promptly at 9:55. He was nothing like I'd imagined -- I'd been expecting some sort of nebbishy old guy, wearing a patchy jacket and baggy khakis. Instead, Malcolm was six-two, built like an aircraft carrier, with a thick mop of brutally black hair that looked as if it would never, ever have the temerity to go gray. He didn't look like a movie agent -- he looked like a movie star.

Crystyl, thank God, was mousy and plain. My libido couldn't handle another hot one.

We picked at food in the hotel's quite-nice restaurant. At that time of day, we were the only ones there. Malcolm ordered a caesar salad, Crystyl a southwest chicken salad. I had been eyeing the cheeseburger, but since they both ordered salads, I did the same -- Asian fusion. I thought, ever so briefly, of Gym Girl.

I let the small-talk -- How's your tour going? Seen anything interesting? Met anyone fun? -- wash over me for a little while, delaying the inevitable movie-talk. I was suddenly, unaccountably out of my depth. I needed Sam at my side. Gruff Sam. Take-no-shit Sam. These Hollywood types seemed nice on the outside, but I knew sharks and piranha swam within, concealed in dark shoals.

I had to keep reminding myself that they worked for me.

This would, after all, only be the first of many such meetings in the future. Flash/Back was the current big-time lust object for Hollywood, but within a few months, I'd be having this same discussion for Down/Town. And then probably Night/Light and the others.

"So," Malcolm asked, stirring his iced tea, "the big question right now is: Do you want to take a crack--" 

"--at the screenplay?" Crystyl finished for him as he sipped at his tea. They had been doing this all during brunch: Malcolm would start something, then shove his fork in his mouth and Crystyl -- who must have had the timing of a metronome and the observational skills of a narc on stakeout -- would immediately finish the sentence for him.

That was the big question? I bit back the hysterical laugh that boiled just below my throat. I had sold my soul to the devil and profited off the rape and torture of an innocent young woman, and that was the big question? If only it were so! It would be nice to live in a universe that stupidly simple. 

"Probably not," I told them. Sam and I had actually discussed this at one point. He argued that it was "big money" (to go with the big question, perhaps?) to write the screenplay. "And they'll probably never even use it," he added, "so you can just crank something out." As if that were an inducement for me: To write something so bad that no one would want to produce it or otherwise use it.

Additionally, my understanding -- again, via Sam -- was that writing at least an early draft of the screenplay would get me some Hollywood cache (to say nothing of the Hollywood cash; you're welcome), would make me a "viable option" in Hollywood, meaning that Sam could, in the future, insist that any and all movie deals include me "taking a crack at the screenplay" for big bucks and possible screen credit, no matter how badly I botched the job.

"Life's too short," I told them. "I'm working on this new book... I'm a novelist, not a movie guy, you know? I just--"

"Hey, that's cool," said Malcolm. "No problem." He grinned expansively. "This is actually a little better for us, to tell you the truth. I mean, it would be all right -- it would be fine -- if you wanted to, but I have to tell you: Del MacCarter has expressed an interest. He has this idea to go meta with it--"

"--to tie the Lacey stuff in with the book itself," Crystyl picked up, "with Lacey and Laura both played by the same actress."

I wondered what the deal was with them. I didn't think they were married -- no wedding rings -- and Malcolm seemed out of her league, assignation-wise. But they were totally in sync, the way lovers or spouses are. And I noticed matching tattoos on the insides of their left wrists -- tridents. Or maybe pitchforks. It was tough to tell.

Malcolm finished chewing. "Sort of life commenting on art and art commenting on life, you know?"

That was a direction I'd never considered. "Don't... Don't we need Lacey's permission to do anything with her? Wouldn't we have to buy the rights to her story, too?"

Easier said than done. Lacey wanted nothing of Hollywood. Fiona, gossip had it, was trying to break through the Simonson bubble. Her and every other agent in the world.

Malcolm batted the idea out of the air with a lazy hand-wave. "Like she's gonna say no to you? The studio'll give her a sweetheart deal, don't you worry. In the public mind, this book is inextricably caught up with Lacey. Tying them tighter for the movie--"

"--isn't the worst idea, you know."

I was finally getting the hang of looking at Malcolm while listening to Crystyl.

Inextricably? Was that true? The thought made me go squirmy inside myself. I didn't want anything I'd written inextricably connected to anything or anyone except for me. They were my books. No one else had written them. No one else had any claim on them.

I excused myself and headed to the mens' room. Stared at myself in the mirror. Like the restaurant, the bathroom was empty. I had a sudden paranoid pang: Had Malcolm arranged this, to give us some alone time? Shouldn't a restaurant -- even a hotel restaurant -- be busy at this time of day? Why was no one here?

A toilet in one of the stalls flushed and the devil stepped out. He considered the sink, then shrugged and began washing his hands.

"How's it hangin', Randy?" He glanced crotch-ward. "No action lately. Still haven't bent that cute little publicist over a hotel sofa and plowed her like the back forty, eh?"

"Shut up."

"Is this a new Randall I see before me? Are you going to be all faithful to Manda and shit?" He grinned. "Hell, you haven't even thought of Manda since you left for tour, have you? Have you?"

I said nothing. Which said everything.

"It's OK, Randall." He stared into my mirror eyes. The devil's eyes were nothing exceptional. Except that they were the devil's.

"You're a big-shot now," he said. "You transcend the bullshit morality of the world. You should fuck as many women as humanly possible. It's what your dick is designed for, right? The Old Man made it that way, so if you think about it, it would sort of be a sin not to use it that way."

"Do you believe any of the shit you say?" I demanded.

The devil shrugged. "Probably about a third of it. Now you figure out which third."

He turned back to the mirror and mimed smoothing his non-existent hair back. "But my beliefs or non-beliefs are my problem, broseph. Your problem is what you just heard in there--" he jerked his head towards the restaurant proper "--from Frick and Frack."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Sure you do." His eyes gleamed wickedly in the mirror. "That bit about Lacey being inextricably tied to your book. That's driving you nuts, isn't it?"

"Maybe."

"Almost as bad as everyone misconstruing the book in the first place, eh? 'Oh, Mr. Banner! Your book changed my life!' 'Randall, it's such a wonderful, uplifting--'"

"That's enough. Yeah, it bothers me. A little."

"More than a little, but you get points for not denying it." He pretended to enter points into an imaginary ledger. "It's bothering you a lot. And that's fine. It's perfectly normal and human and you shouldn't feel guilty about it."

"I'm not sure you're the authority on what anyone should or shouldn't feel guilty about."

"Hey, I'm the perfect authority! But look -- I'm just saying that in this instance, you have a solution to your problem. An easy one." He grinned and snapped his fingers. "Best part is, it's all in your control." With that, he sauntered out.

I leaned over the sink and glared at myself in the mirror. I knew what he meant. I guess I'd always known.

I needed something mine. Entirely mine. Something wholly of me, something I didn't have to share with Lacey.

I thought about what I'd inscribed in her copy of Flash/Back.

Maybe that one was her book. But this one -- this new one -- was completely and utterly and entirely mine.

I had to finish the new book. Soon. Tayvon's misgivings to the contrary. I had to.

Back out in the restaurant, Malcolm and Crystyl were perusing the dessert menu. My mouth watered at the thought of dessert, but I waited to see what they would do first. When Crystyl ordered a fruit plate, I gave a tiny sigh of relief and ordered the beignets.

"So let me tell you where we stand," Malcolm said, and since there was no food left on the table and dessert hadn't arrived yet, I only had to listen to him. "We're moving ahead quickly. We're not greenlit yet, but that's just because the studio wants to see a script first. Now that we know you're not interested, we can get Del going. Ira Gold is already attached to produce. He's eager to see Del's script. And where Ira goes, Kiki goes, of course. We can't announce that yet -- she's tangled up in some bullshit contract with MGM for now -- but--"

"Wait. Wait a sec. Kiki. You mean... Kiki Newman?"

"Yeah. Her agent is--"

"--my ex-girlfriend."

They stared at me. I don't know why I blurted that out, regardless of the fact that it was the truth.

"Really?" Crystyl squeaked, saying something of her own for the first time since she'd introduced herself.

"I, uh," Malcolm recovered. "I was going to say that her agent is negotiating her out of the MGM deal so that she can be in our movie, but..."

"Kiki Newman is going to be in my movie?" I don't know when I started thinking of it as my movie, but neither of them corrected me. Suddenly, the whole movie thing became real to me. Maybe this actually was going to happen. Maybe I should have taken a shot at the screenplay after all.

Kiki Newman!

"Does she want to play Laura?" I asked, scarcely believing my luck could hold out. I had always thought Kiki Newman would be perfect for Laura. Hell, I'd practically seen her in my mind's eye as I'd written Laura's dialogue.

"Who else?" Crystyl asked, then handed off.

"She's dying to be in it," Malcolm told me. "She had a deal for four mill at MGM, but she's ditching it to come to our movie instead. For less money. That's how badly she wants to be in this picture, Randall."

Less money? I pictured Fi gritting her teeth as she accepted the inevitability of a smaller commission check.

Good.

"That's incredible. Maybe..." I don't know what possessed me to say this next bit, but I did. "Maybe I could meet her some day. I'm a big fan," I hastened to add, feeling like the world's biggest rube.

Malcolm and Crystyl shared a knowing look. "I think that can be arranged," Malcolm said. "Actually, it's probably impossible not to arrange."

Just then, dessert arrived. Malcolm attacked his creme brulee, so Crystyl forewent her fruit plate. "She'll be at the party tomorrow night."

The party?












































Wherein I Do it by Text

That night, while pounding away at my keyboard in my hotel room, I broke up with Manda. Via text message. It went like this:

Her: How's H'wood? I miss you!!! xoxo

Me: I'm sorry 2 do this like this, but I need to see other people.

There were other messages from her, but I ignored them. I don't know why I did it then and there and in that fashion, but as soon as I sent that text, I realized that I'd been building up to this subconsciously for weeks, if not months. Manda had been my rebound. And it had gotten serious because she had gotten serious, but why did I have to live through her? If I'd been in love with her, would I have cheated with Gym Girl? Would I have eyed up Sherrie the whole tour?

I couldn't stay with someone just because she was happy. And I couldn't do it just because I was afraid of turning into my father. That last phone call with him had made me realize: I wasn't going to be him. I wasn't going to end up alone. I was a success. There would always been someone who wanted to be with me. Yeah, I'd sold my soul to guarantee it, but so what? It. Had. Worked.

That night, the devil appeared in my dream (I think it was in my dream), wearing a parka and snow boots. He said, "That was cold, bro. Even to me." But he smiled when he said it.

I just didn't care any more. There were bigger things, more important things going on. My world had changed, expanded, ballooned. Getting the movie made: That mattered. Figuring out this new universe of mine: That mattered. Finishing the book: That mattered enormously. That was the key to finally shaking off what I'd come to see as the shackles of Lacey Simonson. She'd propelled me to stardom, yeah, but I had saved her sanity, so we were more than even as far as I was concerned. There was only so much oxygen in the room, and every time someone spoke of Flash/Back, she inhaled a little more of it. Her name had become synonymous with that book in the public consciousness. Was I benefitting from it, regardless? Sure. But I didn't know who Lacey Simonson was when I conceived of the story and wrote it and fretted over copyedits and page proofs and published it to no acclaim and middling reviews. And it was time to decouple myself from her for good.

It was my book. And she had taken it. So now I needed a new book that could be mine. That was all that mattered. New book. New world. New life.

Old girlfriend?

No.

The next morning, I woke up early and returned to the keyboard. The devil brought me room service and lounged nearby, snacking on my wheat toast as I wrote and wrote and wrote.












































Wherein I Go to a Hollywood Party

The party Malcolm had mentioned started at seven in some producer's mansion in the Hills. "This guy loves Flash/Back and he can't wait to show you off," Malcolm told me. I squirmed a bit, remembering Sam's similar "see the caged monkey!" routines, but this was Hollywood -- showing off the new toys was de rigueur.

Crystyl arranged for a car to pick me up and deposit me at a mansion in the Hills no earlier than half past eight. "If you get there on time, no one will respect you," she and Malcolm told me jointly.

I wrote up to the last minute. I had no idea what to wear to the party and realized I couldn't ask. Not now. For one thing, I would look like an idiot, waiting until so late to ask. For another, I wouldn't have time to shop anyway. I settled on jeans, scuffed sneakers, a jacket, and a button-down shirt open at the throat. It would have to do.

"Very sartorially authorial," the devil said, tipping his cap to me as I headed out the lobby door to my waiting car. He leered.

I ignored him and got into the car. The maps on my cellphone told me that the party was only fifteen miles away, but it took us almost two hours to get there. Fucking L.A.

Once there, I loitered outside for a moment, wishing that Malcolm or Crystyl or Sherrie or Sam were here to usher me, tell me who to see, who to talk to...

I wondered if I should have worn better shoes. I wondered if that slightly tender spot next to my nose was actually a massive zit waiting to break out. Had it done so in the car? I went to probe the area, then realized that would only make it worse.

Fuck it. I walked in.

And I soon came to realize that it wasn't just a Hollywood party. It was my Hollywood party.

Malcolm and Crystyl both were waiting inside, as though summoned by my arrival. They acted as though we hadn't seen each other in years, with hugs and manly claps on the back. Then they escorted me through the vestibule and into the party proper and began the introductions.

Everyone...

I mean everyone...

Everyone at the party was there to meet me. Producers, co-producers, executive producers and, of course, executive co-producers. (I had no idea what any of them did.) A phalanx of publicists and agents and managers and representatives and PR "gurus." A director, some assistant directors, a person referred to as "my muse" by the director. Del MacCarter ("I'm dying to dig into the book, brother. Dying.")

And, of course, her.

Kiki Newman.

The standard joke is that actors are all shorter in person. Kiki was not. She was tall for a woman and not afraid of it, wearing heels even though they made her loom over many of the men in attendance. Her face lit up when Malcolm told her who I was, and yes, I knew she was an actress and that it was most likely just feigned, but I couldn't help but to believe that her smile, the gleam in her eyes, that these things were real and true and meant solely for me.

Her hand, when I shook it, was cool, dry, and soft as a breast.

"Your book," she said in a lilting, relaxed tone, "is dead fucking brilliant."

I loved it when someone else broke the cursing barrier first. It gave me permission to be as potty-mouthed as I wanted.

"Thank you very fucking much," I said gravely.

She threw back her head and laughed. "You're very fucking welcome."

I decided that I liked the way she said "fucking."

"The sense of isolation in that book," she gushed. "And the incredible sense of yearning and denial... It's amazing. How on earth did you capture that?"

"Well, I hadn't gotten laid in a while," I said lightly. It was the truth, but I could make a joke of it.

"Yeah, that makes sense," she said, suddenly down. "I don't know how you could handle that. You poor guy. That's... How long was it?"

We'd gotten very serious very quickly. Could I really tell her about my Epic Everlasting (so it had felt) Dry Spell? It was Kiki Fucking Newman! I couldn't tell her about my (lack of) sex life!

And yet, I was powerless not to.

"Eight months, two weeks, and one day," I told her.

"Oh. My. God. How did you survive?"

"It wasn't easy," I said with a tone of manful self-abnegation. 

"I think I would lose my mind," said Kiki Newman, "just absolutely lose my mind, if I didn't get laid a couple of times a week."












































Wherein I... Oh, Hell -- Take a Wild Guess

For reasons I didn't understand then and still don't understand now, I laughed -- a pure, almost innocent, almost childlike laugh -- as I ejaculated inside Kiki Newman for the first time.

We had spent most of the party together and alone. Not huddled in a corner for privacy or off in an unused room somewhere. No, we were alone together in the middle of it all, right in the thick of it. People milled about us, occasionally bumped into one of us, but no one spoke to us. No one even looked at us. We were invisibly visible, present while absent. Out of synch enough with the universe that we had the party to ourselves, snagging the occasional wine or beer or canapé from a passing server for sustenance.

I wish I could say that at some point during the night she became "Just Kiki," that at some point I became unaware of her superstar status. That her smile became just another smile, her laugh just another laugh. But that would be a lie. I was keenly aware of the essence of her, of her fame, of the sheer size of her the entire time we talked. What did happen, however, was this: I became attuned to it. Accustomed to it. The initial nervousness, the sense of "Who the hell am I to be talking to her?" was buffeted into tatters by the wind of her personality, the shreds then blown away entirely. I relaxed into her, came to terms with her fame almost unconsciously.

It was my party, she'd reminded me, so when the time was right, we left, climbing into her limo together. I wondered -- briefly -- what would happen to the car that had brought me, but decided I didn't really care.

I leaned forward to talk to the driver. "My hotel is--"

"Irrelevant." Kiki pulled me back by the arm and pressed a button, raising a divider between us and the driver.

I'd seen this movie before.

"I know what you're thinking," Kiki said, sitting back. She was gorgeous in the dim light of the limo.

She was gorgeous in the bright light of the party.

She was gorgeous.

This could not be happening to me.

"You're not getting lucky in this limo," she said, confirming my suspicions. "I don't do that. I'm not some fucking desperate little starlet who needs to blow you in a limo to feel validated, do you understand?"

Of course I understood. Until recently, most of my life was lusting after women I couldn't have. Gym Girl was the glorious exception to the depressing rule. Why had I ever even entertained the notion of Kiki and--

"But once we get back to my place, Randall, I plan to make you see the gods." She grinned salaciously and I felt myself harden nearly instantly. "If you're amenable, that is."

"Uh, I am."

She shifted herself closer to me and leaned in, holding my eyes with her own. Hypnotic.

"Kiss me right now."

I did. She tasted of peppermint and wine. She put her hand in my lap. I gasped. I reached for her.

"No," she said, and nibbled my earlobe. "You can't touch me. Not yet. I like to be in control. Until I'm not. OK?"

Being raped by Kiki Newman was possibly the greatest experience of my life.

Hours later, I rolled off of her, still laughing like a child at Seaworld, like a child seeing Bugs Bunny for the first time, like a child, period.

"I'm sorry. I don't mean to laugh."

"Why not?" She turned towards me. "Sex is supposed to be fun."

We lay sloppily against each other for an indeterminate time. Some schoolboy deep inside me wanted to call Tayvon. Dude, you would not believe what I just did! I tamped it down.

"Something to drink?" she asked. "I have a really nice zin in the fridge. Or a beer?"

I was still slightly buzzed from the party, and the idea of enhancing the buzz was appealing. "I'll take a beer."

She padded naked to the door and vanished into the cavernous depths of her mansion. I'd caught glimpses of it as we wrestled each other from the front door to the bedroom earlier, shedding clothes as we went. Her wealth was a foregone conclusion -- she was Kiki Fucking Newman -- but her good taste was not. What I'd seen of the house impressed me.

I capitalized on her absence to check my phone. I couldn't remember my schedule for tomorrow and a part of me was suddenly terrified that I would miss something important, that Sherrie had been trying to get ahold of me for hours while I romped in Kiki's house and in Kiki.

My schedule for the next day showed "Production Co. mtg." at noon. Then a flight to Chicago, the next stop on Randall Banner's victory tour. A text waited for me on the homescreen as well. Not from Manda.

From Gym Girl.

My nipples miss you.

That was...unexpected. Forbidden fruit? Wanting what she couldn't have? Second thoughts about staying with James? I didn't know.

Was it time to break up with her, too? Then again, we weren't technically "together," so how could I break up with her? I decided not to respond and had just replaced my phone when Kiki emerged from the darkness beyond the bedroom, bearing a beer and a wineglass.

"Room service," she said.

"I like this hotel." I eyed her with deliberate lechery and took my beer.

She crawled into bed with me and we clinked glass to glass.

"To Flash/Back," she said. "The book and the movie."

Something huge and dark and impenetrable floated between us in that moment and I had to acknowledge it before I became lost in it on my way to Kiki. I didn't want to wander in the fog, not when she waited on the other side.

"I understand you took a big paycut to be in this movie," I said, aware that this could be dangerous territory, but not really caring. I had known Kiki forever, after all. Forever or a few hours. They were the same in Kiki's atmosphere.

She arched an eyebrow and smirked at me. "Is that what you understand? At the end of the day, I'll be out two million up-front plus points plus a continuity bonus."

"That's a lot." Pang of guilt. Ridiculous. It was her decision to scrap the MGM contract.

"You're smiling. Does my losing all that money make you happy?"

Truthfully, I was thinking of the commission Fi would lose and all the extra work she would have to do in pursuit of losing it. "No. Not at all. I feel bad about it, in a way."

"That's adorable."

"Really? I think it's just weird."

"Weird is adorable, Randall. Keep up."

"I'm trying. I still have tour brain. I'm not sure why... I'm not sure why you would give up all that money. I mean, I guess there's a chance Flash/Back will do really well, given how the book's doing, but you'll probably never make back--"

She grabbed my wrist -- her fingers cool and slender and soft -- and raised my beer to my lips. "Drink. You don't know what you're talking about."

I drank. Drank to her ineffability.

She sipped at her wine, then put the glass on the nightstand and settled against me. "Let me explain, OK? There are two kinds of actresses in this business, Randall. There are the ones who show you their tits from the beginning, and there are the ones who wait until later. If you're the second kind, everyone respects you and tells you how brave it was for you to do it. If you're the first kind, no one respects you. Unless you do something huge. Something monumental."

I felt like there was penis joke in there somewhere, but her tone warned me away from it. She didn't have to tell me which kind she was. I'd seen her first movie. And I'd seen her tits years before I bedded her.

"Yeah, I would have made a shit-ton of money from the MGM movie. Special effects extravaganza, CGI out the ass, and the biggest effect of all -- these." She clutched at a breast. "But your movie will get me respect, Randall."

She said it with neither vulnerability nor apology. I pulled her tighter against me.












































Wherein I Piss

Some time in the early morning, I stumbled from Kiki's bed and found a bathroom that rivaled my Brooklyn apartment for size. Closing the door to avoid waking Kiki, I eyed the commode. Not trusting my bleary nocturnal aim, I girl-sat to piss.

"Kiki Newman," said the devil. "Slow clap, my friend."

Leaning against the far wall, he brought his hands together over and over in mock slo-mo.

"Can't I even piss in peace?"

"Hey, I left you alone while you did the important business of the evening." He slid one forefinger in and out of the opposing hand's OK sign. "Where's the gratitude?"

"I'm surprised you weren't there coaching."

"You've learned much, young Jedi. Shy bladder?"

My flow was dammed up.

"I don't like an audience."

"This won't take long. I'm just checking in on the status of the new book."

"Don't you just know? Magically?"

The devil howled. "Magically? Randy, dude, how many times do I have to explain this to you? There's nothing magical about this. About me. This is just the natural functioning of the world."

"I must have missed satanic particle motions in physics class back in high school. Or did you invent physics?"

"No one invented physics, asshole. Physics is just a natural by-product of the system the Old Man set up billions and billions of years ago. This is simple, child-level shit, Randy. Pay attention."

"Why do you even care about the new book? It's not like I have a second soul to sell you. The contract's fulfilled. I have Flash/Back. And Down/Town is killing, too."

The devil blew his frustration out past flapping lips. "You're an idiot, Randall. Did you even read the contract?"

"Sure, I--"

"Yeah, Flash/Back is big. It's gonna stay on the bestsellers list for a good, long time. Down/Town debuted at number one and it's gonna stay there for a while. But that's small potatoes. You wanted a world-changing hit. You wanted Rowling and King combined. And that won't happen until the next book, Randall. The new one. Untitled Manuscript is the name on your computer, right?" He leaned in close and I could swear I smelled something hot and dead on his breath and suddenly I had no trouble peeing, my urine gushing out of me in a strong stream that felt unending.

"That is why you sold me your soul. It's the book you're working on now. In the next weeks and months, you're going to think you're on top of the world, at the peak of the mountain. But you're not and you won't be. Not until the next book. That's when my mojo comes into play. That's when you become king of the world. And that, Randall, is when I take your soul."

"Wait, what? You mean I still--"

And then I was alone in the bathroom, cold and shivering and pissing out what felt like everything inside me.












































Wherein I Wake

I woke before Kiki, tangled in her infinite-thread-count sheets. California sunlight -- different from any other, if you believe the locals -- poured in through the floor-to-ceiling windows. Kiki had no curtains. Her windows looked out on the wilderness and the mountains.

Next to me, Kiki dozed, and I had a moment of psychic frisson, a dire moment of confusion, where I wondered for an instant why and how a movie was playing in and on the bed. I actually paused, wondering what would happen next.

What would happen next? I had four hours until that production company meeting. I had no idea how long it would take to get there. I should have been up, in a panic, rushing about, dressing, calling Sherrie.

Instead, I lounged.

I still had my soul. Was this beginning or the end of something? How had I ended up here and for the love of God what would happen next?

We're not supposed to compare our lovers, I don't think. No one has written and published rules on this, that I'm aware of, but upon even momentary reflection, it seems unfitting, indelicate, to juxtapose those with whom we've been so intimate. Nonetheless, I couldn't help but to compare Kiki to Fi, to Manda, to Gym Girl.

Filtered through a man's jaded, jaundiced eye, it would be easy to look at Kiki and say, "Hot, but probably a lousy lay." I'm not sure which would be more of a cliché: that, or her being a sexual decathlete.

In any event, yes -- sex with Kiki was leagues beyond sex with Manda or Fi or even Gym Girl. I can't say for certain if this was due to something intrinsic to her or if it resulted from her fame and her larger-than-life presence. I can't say what it was like or would be like to fuck Kiki Newman the person. I only fucked Kiki Newman the screen goddess.

And Kiki Newman the screen goddess was beyond magnificent.

It couldn't last. It was impossible. I was a guy from a shitty suburb of New Jersey who'd managed to work his way up to a shitty apartment in Brooklyn. She was Kiki Newman.

Tracing invisible lines along her naked form, I imbibed her with my eyes. "Imbibed" it probably too genteel a term. I gulped her down. I guzzled her. She ran down my chin like berry juice. Metaphorically.

Along the smooth and supple hummock of her left hip, barely visible in the bedroom light, was a tattoo. I moved closer for a better view.

"Inspecting the merchandise?" she teased, voice sexy-clogged with sleep.

"When did you get this?" I asked.

"When I was eighteen."

I had seen Kiki naked in her first movie. I didn't remember a tattoo.

Reading my mind, she said, unbidden, "They cover it with makeup most of the time. If it would show up on camera."

Of course. I stroked its outlines gently. It was an adorable cartoon-y devil. A little cherub with a glint in its eye and horns and a pitchfork instead of wings and a harp.

"What's your day like?" she asked.

"I have a meeting at the production company at noon."

She nodded, glancing at the clock. "We have just enough time for a quickie. If you're amenable."

I grinned. "Is that going to become a thing? 'If you're amenable?'"

She grinned back. "Only if you're amenable." And threw a leg over me, neatly straddling and impaling in one motion.

"Oh, God," I said as she began to move.

"Have you ever heard the Hollywood joke about the stupid actress?"

"Now? Really?"

"Have you?"

"No."

"She fucked the writer to get ahead."

It took me a moment, but I got it. What I didn't get was why she told me that joke while astride me.

Confusion must have overridden lust in my eyes because she tittered and stroked my jawline comfortingly. "Oh, poor Randall. Don't you get it? Don't you get what I'm saying?"

"I guess not."

"I'm not a stupid actress. I'm not fucking you to get ahead. I'm already bigger than you are." She leaned in close, pressing herself to me, never letting my cock slip from her. "Well, in some ways. I'm fucking you," she whispered, "because I want you to come harder than you've ever come before in your life."

I never kept track of such things, but I'm reasonably certain she succeeded.












































Wherein I Invite

The production meeting consisted of me, Malcolm, Crystyl, the duo producing the movie (including the legendary Ira Gold), a studio rep, and a truly bewildering array of assistants, secretarys, and gophers, none of whom sat at the main table, but rather encircled the room's perimeter, lurking, ready to pounce the moment they were needed. I felt naked without my own legion of assistants.

I barely heard anything throughout the meeting. I was replaying the morning and the previous night, as if it had been a movie I'd seen. I could scarcely believe it had happened to me.

I also couldn't believe that when I got out of the meeting and into the car, I had a text from Kiki: What are you up to tonight?

I checked my schedule. I was due to leave for Chicago in the morning and I had a signing at Vroman's that night.

Signing. Then nothing until the morning.

Can I come to the signing?

I paused for a moment. It was a free country; of course she could come. She wasn't really asking about the signing. Even I knew that.

If you're amenable.

LOL

Still in possession of my soul. Still famous and soon-to-be rich.

Kiki Newman's boy toy.

Sherrie glanced over at me as traffic slowed in that special L.A. way. "What are you smiling at?"

"Nothing."












































Wherein I Confess

Kiki, I learned, was the kind of person who became enormously turned on by seeing someone do something they're good at. And I was the kind of person who was very good at chatting up a crowd, especially a crowd containing Kiki Newman.

We slipped out a back exit and into her limo before the paparazzi could get to us or confirm my presence with her. In the limo, she threw her day-old rule about backseat sex out the figurative window. Before we hit the first traffic jam, she'd already worked off my pants, hoisted her dress and pushed aside her panties, then sank down on me, swallowing me into her slick depths.

I briefly imagined the bemused drivers around us, stuck in the same traffic, watching the limo rock to and fro. Then I imagined nothing.

Back at her house, we made it as far as the living room sofa before Round Two, then lay in exhausted, entangled repose on the plush carpet, a thin, decorative blanket draped over us.

"You should move to L.A.," she said. "It makes sense."

"Why?" I regretted it the instant I said it. Clearly, she was building something on the time we'd spent together so far. She was the reason.

"You're gonna write the screenplay, right?" Oh. "So you should be here to work on it."

"Del MacCarter's writing the screenplay. He has two Golden Globes and four Oscar nominations."

"Jesus, you already sound like you've been here too long." She waved the air as if it stank. "Who cares about Del MacCarter? You should take a crack at it. Sex it up a little bit. Your way." She wrapped her fingers around my cock to drive home the point.

"Careful with that thing. It's in a fragile state."

"Was I too rough on it?"

"I'm not sure that's possible."

"Let me kiss it and make it better."

"Oh, Jesus."

She planted a soft, sensuous kiss on the head of my cock. I felt a bit of a lurch deep in my pelvis, but after the limo and the sofa, it would take a bit more for me to rise to the occasion.

"Better?"

"Infinitely."

"Even if you don't write the screenplay," she said, "you should stay in L.A. For a little while at least. They'll fuck up the movie if you're not around, Randall. I've seen it happen before. The writer comes to town, everyone falls all over themselves trying to get their tongues as far up his ass as possible. And then when he leaves, they go off in some bullshit direction."

"I don't want to be in the way. Sometimes you have to make changes to the book for the movie."

"Don't let them do it. Your book is perfect the way it is. There's no reason it can't be turned into a movie without major changes. If you just let Del MacCarter do it his way, it'll be unrecognizable on the screen. It might be a good movie, but it won't be your movie."

I thought of brunch, of Malcolm telling me about MacCarter's "metafictional" Lacey Simonson concept.

"Look, if you let a guy like MacCarter get his hands on it, he's going to take out everything that is uniquely you and replace with the standard Hollywood junk. Because that's what he does. That's why they love him. He'll probably give the fucking thing a happy ending. But what's great about your book is that it's a downer, Randall. It's a really, really amazing downer. And sometimes we need that. Because life is like that, and we need a book that isn't a downer for its own sake, but just because life is."

Holy shit. Finally. Finally, someone got it. She was right. She knew it; she nailed it. I could stay. I could keep the movie pure and honest and--

And I thought of my pitiful bank balance.

"Maybe... Maybe when my royalties come in, early next year..."

She snorted and rolled into me. "You can stay here. Don't worry about that. Even if you don't write the screenplay, you can keep a hand on the movie, work on your new book..."

"Are you asking me to move in with you?"

She shrugged. "If you're amenable."

Just that phrase was enough, it seemed, to cause a lurch in my genitals.

"You don't think that's--"

"--too fast? Too soon? There's no such thing. I'm not asking you to marry me. I like you. I like fucking you. And I'm not some insecure party girl, Randall -- I know you like me and I know you like fucking me."

"'Like' might not be a strong enough word."

"So what's the big deal? You come live here. Work on your shit. I'll work on my shit. We'll fuck our eyeballs out. And we'll get to know each other. Absolute worst-case scenario -- it doesn't work out and we both had some great sex."

"When you put it that way..."

"I just need to know one thing. Seriously."

"What's that?"

"Have you ever jerked off while thinking about me?" Kiki asked.

"What?" I said, chiefly because it had the benefit of being neither the truth nor a lie.

"Did you ever jerk off while thinking about me? I have to wonder that, now. Any guy I'm with." She sat up, gloriously and unselfconsciously not draping herself in the blanket. In the half-light, she appeared sculpted, not built of tissue and bone. "I won't be angry. I'm just curious, is all."

I thought back to my fantasy from what now seemed so long ago, a lifetime, even though it was only a few months at the most. Kiki and Fi...

"The fact that you haven't answered tells me everything I need to know." She scowled at me. "I don't care. I just want to know if you have the guts to--"

"It's not that," I told her. "It was just once. I just--"

"Only once?" she teased. "I must be losing it."

"No! No. It's... It was just once."

"So," she said, snuggling against me again, "what did I do to you? Or what did you do to me, you naughty boy?"

"Kiki--"

"I want to know. Seriously, unless it was, like, necrophilia or you had me fuck a horse, I don't care. I'm really just curious."

"It's not that. Gross. No, I just..."

"Tell me, Randall," she said in a tone that was so commanding and so insistent that I had no choice.

I wimped out. I went vague. "It wasn't just you and me. It was a threesome."

She laughed. "Is that what you feel all guilty about? Oh my God. Were you raised Catholic? How can you feel guilty about that? God, Randall -- I had my first threesome in high school. That's no big deal."

"Well, OK."

"Who was it with?"

"Does it matter?"

"Not at all. I'm just curious."

I invent things for a living -- people, places, stories. But in that moment, I was powerless to lie to her. "It was Fiona."

"Who's Fiona?" She sat up. "Wait -- my Fiona? My agent?"

"She--"

"Oh my God! That's right! You guys dated. I totally forgot."

I shouldn't have been shocked that she knew -- of course Fi would have mentioned it, probably the very moment that Kiki insisted on ditching the MGM deal to star in Flash/Back.

"This was months ago," I hastened to tell her. "I didn't know you. I didn't know I ever would know you. I totally--"

She leaned back, grinning. "Wow. What are the odds, right?"

"You're not angry?"

"Why would I be angry?" In her eyes, I could see that she genuinely couldn't imagine any reason to be angry. "Like you said -- you didn't know. The whole thing is some crazy coincidence."

I thought of the devil. And I wondered.

Her lips at my ear, she whispered. "And besides... I bet I could arrange that."

My life may have flashed before my eyes.

"I don't know," I said, struggling not to whimper. "Fi and me... It was a pretty definitive split."

"She owes me. I can be very persuasive. And even if I can't--" she licked the shell of my ear "--I know people a lot hotter than Fi."












































Wherein I Go to a Hell of My Own Making

My tour wended its way back east. A six-hour plane flight became a week-long odyssey through Chicago, Detroit, Houston, and Pittsburgh. By the time I landed at JFK, I struggled to resist the urge to crouch, Pope-like, and kiss the ground.

The devil was my chauffeur. He held up a sign with my name in Baggage Claim.

"So you're really doing it, eh?" he asked. "You're really gonna move out to L.A. and ride the Kiki Newman Express to the big life in Hollywoodland."

"We'll see what happens." I should have just told him off and tried to snag a modicum of sleep. The ride from JFK to my particular corner of Brooklyn never took less than an hour, regardless of traffic, time of day, or day of the week. I could have used that hour. But I was so frazzled that I couldn't stop myself from engaging with him.

"I can tell you what will happen. I've seen it a million times before. Are you ready for your picture splattered all over the tabloids? Are you ready to see Access Hollywood run shitty, grainy video of yourself running out for a latte?"

"Kiki has a pretty good handle on the paparazzi."

"She has a pretty good handle on your crank, is what she has."

"Get it out of your system."

The devil clucked his tongue. "I just never thought I'd see the day when a good, virtuous East Coast boy such as yourself would decamp for the filthy modern-day Gomorrah that is Hollywood. And believe me, Randy, I know from Gomorrah."

"Of course you do." I was weary of him already. I'd been weary of him and his too-cool, hipster bullshit for a long, long time. I wished in that moment that he would just take my fucking soul and disappear and let me get on with my life.

"You're not really going to write the screenplay, are you? You think signing a contract with me is soul-draining... Wait until you see the screenwriting process out there. You'll be begging for fire and brimstone. No lie. No shit."

"Is that really what it's like? When I die?"

"I really don't care what happens to you when you die, Randall."

"Well, anyway, I'm not writing the screenplay. I'm just going to spend a few days with Del to hammer out some stuff. Then, don't worry, I'll be right back to working on your precious novel. It's almost finished."

"It's not my novel, Randy. It's yours. Do with it as you please."

But for a moment -- just a moment -- I forgot that the creature sitting in the driver's seat wasn't a human being. For that moment -- maybe I was tired; maybe he was -- I saw him as a person. Read him like a person.

Writers are good at deducing behavior. We have an intuitive sense of lies and the hidden.

In that moment, I was convinced that the devil was lying to me. That he was worried.

Do with it as you please.

No. He didn't want that. He wanted that book done.

We pulled up to my apartment and the devil popped the trunk for my suitcase. "Aren't you going to help me up the stairs with it?" I asked.

"I just drive the car, buddy," he said.

"Fuck you, Satan," I said with heat, and he took off into the Brooklyn night.

I hauled the suitcase up the stairs and into my apartment, which I hadn't seen in weeks.

Still, though absence may blur one's memory, I was reasonably certain that the gigantic, writhing mass in the middle of the kitchen floor hadn't been there when I left. At first, it seemed to be a single, gelatinous accretion, plated with shiny black pustules, but as stragglers broke off and scrambled around the mound for better access, I saw it for what it was: a swarm (or maybe two swarms) of ants and cockroaches, crawling over and around each other, a throbbing, heartbeat-like tumor of grotesque right in my apartment. I stared at it -- it made a strange sound, the sound of hundreds of cockroach and ant legs as an off-beat percussion. There are no similes or metaphors for that sound; it is what it is and it defies poetry.

It was a symptom of my unique, soul-mortgaged (soul-in-hock?) position in the world, I suppose, that my immediate assumption was that I had just gone to hell (thou cannot say "Fuck you, Satan" with impunity?) and my particular torture would involve creepy-crawlies of all sorts. I thought of an old childhood nightmare, bolstered by some reality... I had woken up one night with a fat spider glimmering in the dark air above me, almost silver in my nightlight, its thread impossibly slender and tremulous. I held my breath, terrified to breathe, lest the vibrations of my breath break that strand and send it tumbling onto my face...into my mouth...

For months afterward, I nightmared bugs scrambling over me, crawling into my mouth and down my gullet, where I could feel them scrambling about in my stomach. I slept face-down, my mouth tightly closed, breathing only through my nose.

This old childhood tableau flashed through me in the moment it took for a portion of the roaches to scatter at my presence. The ants remained, along with a sizable minority of the roaches, perhaps hardened and bolstered by my long absence.

I wasn't in hell. I was just in my kitchen. Which was infested. Beyond infested -- it had been invaded. Bugs had metastasized there.

And yet, a part of me wanted only to crawl into bed. A tired, tired part of me. To that part, it made perfect sense just to deal with this in the morning. They've been here for God knows how long, that part whispered, and they seem confined to the kitchen. Go get some sleep and--

I stomped on two roaches scurrying away from what I now realized was a fetid mash of rotten chicken, old tomatoes, and something slick and glistening that -- after a moment -- I recognized as a combination of honey and chocolate sauce.

Manda. My text. She had a key to my apartment. Hell, she was probably in my apartment when I texted her. More than a week ago.

I had trouble being angry at her, given the circumstances.

I remembered a spray can of bug killer under the kitchen sink. Crushing bugs as I went, I picked my way to the cabinet. I emptied the entire can onto the pile like a Vietnam-era soldier with a canister of napalm strapped to his back, and took a grim, godly satisfaction in watching the bugs twitch and scatter and die. The ants perished quickly and easily. The roaches stumbled around, drunk. Some I took pity on and crushed under my heel. Others I watched with the sort of clinical detachment only exhaustion can bring. It was like a strange sort of nature documentary.

When all were dead and scattered, I cleaned up the kitchen floor, the sickly sweet smell of a thick layer of bug-killer blunting the reek of decaying food. Then I showered and made a cursory check of the rest of the apartment -- it was small and took little time.

Fortunately, Manda had left no other surprises for me; the rest of the apartment was intact and unmolested, a restraint I'm not sure I'd've shown in similar circumstances.

By then, I was hopped up on adrenaline and righteous, bug-killing God-wrath. Still, I fell asleep in seconds.

Face down. Mouth closed.

Just in case.












































Wherein I Make the Move

A few days after the bug incident (for those few days, I still spied the stray roach or ant, but no second bug apocalypse was necessary), my apartment was in boxes. It took a depressingly short amount of time to pack up my belongings. My furniture wouldn't be making the trip west. I somehow couldn't see my very Brooklyn, very vintage secondhand shop treasures mixing and matching with Kiki's cool, restrained ultramodern furnishings. Pointless to try. It was all being sold online as I finished up the packing.

I had considered calling Manda. The way I'd broken up with her, the way I'd just discarded her was unseemly at best, assholish at worst. And I suspected I was leaning toward the latter. An apology was in order, or at least some sort of explanation.

But I realized/decided that a woman enraged enough to leave a pile of festering food as bug-bait on your kitchen floor was probably one also uninterested in apology or explanation. I didn't think it would make much of a difference to her if I explained that I'd thought I was soulless when I'd sent that text. It was a good excuse -- a perfectly reasonable one, for me -- but I couldn't expect her to believe. I pictured the devil lounging in my desk chair (the one piece of furniture not packed or sold or covered with boxes) and saying, "Well, you know what has no fury like that of a woman scorned, Randy!" Or something similar.

I could not repair what I'd done to Manda, but I could avoid doing the same a second time. Gym Girl and I existed in some sort of relationship limbo, but even souls trapped in limbo deserve some sort of reprieve. I'd called her to apologize for being out of touch ("the tour" made for a convenient excuse) and explained that I was moving to L.A. immediately ("the movie" made for another).

"It's not like we were in a relationship. You don't owe me any explanations," she'd said, "but I appreciate it. You're fun, Randy."

"Thanks. So are you."

"Next time you're in New York, let me know."

"Of course." I wouldn't.

One bug trap, one cordial farewell with an invitation to return. I was fifty-fifty on my farewells to New York sex partners.

And then the third happened.

My cell rang as I said goodbye to the couple who'd bought my TV. (Compared to the ten TVs in Kiki's house, my 35-inch LCD screen looked like an old laptop.) Caller ID told me it was Fi.

"Hi, Fi."

"So," she said, in a forced cheerful tone that I recognized all too well from our time together. It was her "I am royally and justifiably pissed at you, but I'm taking the high road and pretending not to be, but I won't pretend for long" voice.

Yes, I got that all from a single syllable.

"What can I do for you, Fi?"

"Moving day, hmm?"

"You've talked to Kiki."

"You could say that. Yeah."

Fi liked to pretend to the world that she was above such emotions as jealousy, outrage, or offense, but in truth they consumed her, a fact exposed only to those close to her, as I had once been. Many times I had witnessed her exploding into a furious welter of recriminations, accusations, and profanities at some slight, real or imagined. In private. Always in private.

She was outraged now. My first reaction was fear.

My second was amusement. The second stuck. I had nothing to fear from Fi any more. We'd been an ex-couple by now longer than we'd ever been a couple.

"Is this..." She hesitated, her better nature (or perhaps just her more cautious, self-preservative nature) struggling mightily to rein her in. And losing. "Is this some way of getting back at me?" she demanded.

"What?" I considered putting my phone on mute so that I could laugh without pissing her off further.

"Are you doing this to fuck me over?"

"That's right, Fi. I decided to get revenge on you and the easiest way to do that was to seduce one of the biggest movie stars in the world."

"Don't be a dick."

"Don't be a bitch."

"I'm just... I'm just warning you, Randall."

"Warning me? Of what?"

"Just--"

"Warning me of what? Not to be with someone who likes being with me? Not to sleep with someone who likes sleeping with me? I didn't fucking roofie her or anything, Fi. I'm not blackmailing her. This was actually her idea, me moving in."

"Just know what you're getting into. And realize that this is very not cool."

"It's actually exceptionally cool."

"Fuck you, Randall."

I couldn't resist: "Been there, done that."

"You are such a fucking child." She hung up.

I finished packing. By the time I was done, I figured it was rise-and-shine time on the West Coast, even for movie stars. I called Kiki.

"So, you told Fi."

"I had to." She sounded sleepy still. Or hungover. Or maybe still drunk. I wanted to be next to her. Not to go to her. To be there. Now. Instantly.

"I know. She was pretty pissed."

"Not at me." She giggled. "Sorry."

"Whatever. I don't care." And, astonishingly, I didn't.

"I was fingering myself the whole time I was talking to her."

"You what?"

"It was that fantasy you told me about. I swear, I totally don't swing that way--"

"You told me you had a threesome in high school."

"Everyone does crazy shit in high school. I was in that stupid phase girls go through, where it's like everything your boyfriend wants, you decide you have to do. Trust me: The first blowjob in history was some stupid teenage cavegirl wanting to impress her caveboyfriend."

"So...you don't actually like going down on me?"

"Ugh. Why are you always so literal? I'm just saying: I don't swing that way, but ever since you told me about that fantasy, I can't stop thinking about her like that."

"Well, I think I put the kibosh on that a little while ago, so it'll just have to be a fantasy for both of us."

She chuckled and then yawned and then I could almost hear her stretch. I thought of her, languid and warm and soft and extended, exposed in that bed of hers.

Of ours.

"I wish you were here," she said.

"Fast as I can."












































Wherein I Hollywood. Again.

My first few weeks in Hollywood raced by with all the haste of an Olympic sprinter with diarrhea. I met new people -- Hollywood people, of course -- and got settled into Kiki's place. She had a balcony that overlooked the hills and that's where I set up my laptop and my notepads, toddling out there every morning to write.

The book was close. I could have finished it quickly, but I was enjoying myself, typing a lazy couple hundred words each day, lingering over the sentences and paragraphs, then heading out with Kiki almost nightly.

Kiki wasn't working at the moment, so her days were mostly sessions with her trainer (an impossibly fit and gorgeous man named Stév -- no second e -- whom Kiki witnessed me regarding jealously and assured me was gay), long conversations with Fi, and even longer discussions with her "people." In addition to her agent/my ex-girlfriend, she also had a manager, a publicist, a personal stylist, a personal shopper, a social media "facilitator," and an assistant (who had a key and came and went as she pleased, as I learned to my dismay one day when I strode naked from the bedroom to the kitchen for a snack). And each of these people had at least one person (in some cases, many more) working under/for them. I couldn't even imagine the complexity of it all -- I'd been annoyed when the simplicity of having just a literary agent had transitioned to a literary agent and a movie agent. 

I once asked her how many people she employed directly. She shrugged. "I'm not sure. I'd have to ask my accountant."

Together, we made the rounds of Hollywood. I met the people who mattered and the people she liked and the people who fell into both categories. At some point, a paparazzo caught us holding hands outside a tiny coffee shop in the Valley and there was my picture on Extra! KIKI'S NEW MAN? screamed the crawl, a pun both obvious and annoying.

"Well, it lasted about as long as it could," Kiki said of my comfortable anonymity as her partner. "Welcome to the madhouse."

"Holy shit," said my father when we spoke shortly thereafter. "Do you have any idea how many I've rubbed out thinking of her? Do you?"

Probably close to as many as I had, but I wasn't about to tell him that. "I thought talking about my girlfriend was perverted, Dad."

That stymied him for a moment. "You... You're right. I'm sorry. That wasn't right. I'm sorry."

I didn't know how to respond. It was the first time in recent memory my father had copped to being somehow inappropriate, had admitted some infraction of propriety. I settled on "Always nice talking to you, Dad..." and got off the line as quickly as possible.

And then, from Tayvon, an e-mail from somewhere in Afghanistan: Looks like things are getting complicated. I know you hate complicated. Are you dealing with it? Are you OK? And: Are you happy?

Yes.

And I was. I would have been happier with Tayvon not in some Taliban's sniper's sights and with a father capable of having a real conversation, but, yeah, I was happy. I was living not the life I'd always dreamed of living, but somehow a better one, one so amazing and glorious and glamorous that it not only surpassed my fantasies, but also compensated for all the years where I'd not achieved anything remotely close.

I was quite possibly the most famous writer in the world. I was living in an astonishingly beautiful mansion in the Hollywood hills. I was technically broke, but my first royalty check (one which Sam assured me was "almost embarrassingly huge") was right around the corner. I was living with and nightly bedding one of the most desirable women on the planet, and despite the old men's adage "No matter how hot she is, somewhere there's a guy tired of putting up with her shit," Kiki showed no signs of clinginess or craziness.

I wasn't just happy. I was deliriously, idiotically, ineffably happy. Just looking at Kiki as she slept next to me made me grin like a fool.

Was I in love with her? I couldn't say. It didn't seem to matter, though. We never said the word -- never even danced around it -- but it didn't seem to be missing. We were together. We ate together. Slept together. Woke together. For someone who made his living with words, I was blissfully disinterested in using them to define our relationship, and Kiki seemed similarly disinclined.

I slowly adjusted to the pace of Los Angeles. To the casual slowness of it all. To the unstructuredness of it all.

I never did learn how to be a real Angeleno. An East Coast boy by birth and rearing, the confusing myriad of streets and freeways might as well have been the minotaur's labyrinth to me, with no Ariadne to guide my way by string. Couldn't tell the 5 from the 101 if you nailed me to a cross. Still don't know if "the Valley" is north, south, east, or west of LA, but it didn't matter because Kiki always had a car to drive us wherever we needed to go. I learned to accept L.A.'s insane traffic -- when you're not behind the wheel, but rather fooling around with Kiki Newman in the backseat, traffic suddenly doesn't seem such an issue.

I began working with Del MacCarter on the screenplay under an informal agreement between the studio and the production company. The deal was that I would be co-writer on the first draft and that we would "see where things go" from there.

"That means they don't think you know how to write a screenplay," Kiki told me, "but they also don't want to piss you off because you're sort of a big deal."

Malcolm and Sam both confirmed Kiki's assessment.

I'd never been much of a collaborator, and here I would be collaborating on an adaptation of something I had already written. Walking into Del's writing studio that first day, I felt a frisson of panic, certain he would despise me for interfering, equally as certain that I would despise him for chopping and channeling my work.

To my surprise, he greeted me with a cold beer and a warm handshake. "I'm glad you decided to be a part of this, Randall."

"Really?"

"Yeah, totally!" His eyes had a manic, unrestrained enthusiasm to them. "Look, no one knows this book like you do, right? I mean, I've read it like ten times--"

"Jesus, Del. I think that's more times than I read it."

He laughed heartily. "But you wrote it, man! You lived it." He ushered me to a computer set-up -- a desk in the middle of the room, with chairs facing each other and a laptop between. "I figure I'll sit at the keyboard and do the actual key-pounding. You're the idea guy. Unless you want it the other way."

I had already pounded plenty of keys in pursuit of Flash/Back -- I didn't need to pound more.

We settled into our seats. "So, the interesting thing about this story is that you've sort of used a four-act structure. So the first thing I'm working through is how to modify that without losing any of the tension you've incorporated, you know?"

I had no idea what he was talking about. I hadn't employed any structure at all when writing Flash/Back; most of my writing was by the seat of my pants.

So Del explained the three-act structure to me. It filtered back to me from Aristotle and college classes. I hadn't thought about it in years.

"This is just how Hollywood works," he said, somewhat apologetically. "I know it probably sounds restrictive or anti-creative, but it actually works. Movies are absorbed differently by the audience, so they have to have a certain rhythm, a certain structure to them."

That first day, little writing got done. We talked Screenwriting 101 and I learned the basics of the craft. I suppose I'd always imagined that writing a movie was just like writing a book (only easier, of course), but in that first day, I learned how distinct and separate the two disciplines were. I learned about the different expectations of each audience, and the hidden rules that guided and governed screenplays.

"It seems like a lot of work," I said, and Del took it as a compliment, not a complaint.

"It is, but it's so worth it when you see your words up on the big screen. You'll see. When the movie hits, it's gonna feel like magic to you."

I didn't tell him that there was already enough magic in my life.












































Wherein I See Lacey Again

Sam still hadn't gotten used to the fact that I lived in L.A., not NYC, and his calls usually came at eight in the morning. On the East Coast, he'd be getting ready for the day's big lunch meeting (there was always a big lunch meeting). But on the West Coast, Kiki and I were almost always still asleep, except for those days when Kiki had to do some kind of satellite interview or radio show call-in.

So I was surprised when my cell went off at noon -- PST -- and Caller ID said it was Sam.

"Randy, Randy, Randy," Sam said, then coughed, then said, "Hold on," then coughed again.

"Are you OK?"

"I'm fine. Goddamn flu season. I should move out to L.A., Randall. I bet you never get sick out there."

I was sitting on Kiki's balcony on perfectly clear day late fall day, wearing nothing heavier than a pullover. I had been awakened at ten by Kiki's mouth on my cock.

"I'm not gonna lie to you, Sam," I said, tilting my face to the sun. "It's pretty perfect."

"Damn. That's what I thought. Rub it in, Randy. Rub it in... Anyway, I'm calling because Fatima just got off the phone with someone claiming to represent Lacey Simonson--"

"Lacey?"

"Yes. And they wanted your phone number. I wasn't sure we should give it out, even to--"

"It's OK," I said immediately, not even sure why. "Go ahead."

"You sure?"

"Yeah."

I couldn't imagine what Lacey would want from me or why she would want to contact me, but some part of me had lurched at the thought. I didn't trust much, but I trusted those internal lurches.

Maybe part of it was that Lacey had been the one, pure thing in my life since the devil had waved his hands and made my computer type itself all those months ago. She'd hugged me and I'd felt nothing -- no affection, no connection, but also no lust, no urge to defile her or hurt her the way I'd hurt Manda. Or use her the way I'd used Gym Girl. Being with Kiki was mind-blowing, but a vague cloud of guilt hung over me, as though I were somehow taking advantage of her, even though I was pretty sure it was the other way around. We hadn't professed love for each other yet and I was slowly beginning to realize we never would. Kiki, I came to understand, was incapable of it.

I had always thought I was, but now... For someone destined to be soulless, there seemed to be no point to love.

I couldn't love Lacey, but I also couldn't hurt her. And that's why when she called moments later, I agreed to meet with her almost before she could get the words out.

"I heard you've living in L.A. now," she started, "and I'm in town and I was wondering if we could--"

"Yes, of course. Where? When?"

"I don't know what your schedule is like--"

"I'll work around you," I said magnanimously and disingenuously, as I had nothing to reschedule.

A couple of hours later, I knocked at her hotel room door. Lacey answered in jeans and a Rutgers sweatshirt, her hair a little longer now, pulled back into a stubby ponytail. "I'm between meetings," she explained. "I know I look awful."

I almost blurted out, "I've seen you look worse," then -- horrified -- managed to turn it into a throat-clearing before words could form.

"You don't look awful," I told her, and it was true. She was fresh and makeup-less and glowing enough that I wondered if she was pregnant.

"They sent up wine," she said. "I'm having a glass. Want some?"

"No, thanks." So much for the pregnancy theory. Lacey was just naturally glowing. It was difficult to reconcile with that initial first image of her, bundled in the FDNY blanket on my TV.

She settled onto the sofa with her wine and tucked her feet under her thighs. I took the chair across from her.

"To what do I owe the pleasure, Lacey?"

"I was in town and I thought I should see you." She hesitated a moment. "Maybe it's stupid. I don't know. I bet... I'm sure that to you I'm just another reader--"

"Not true."

"--but I feel like maybe there's a connection between us. You really saved me, Randall. And it just seemed like..." She shrugged. "It just seemed like if I'm in town and you're in town, I should see you. That's all."

It was so simple and so right that I wanted to tell her to forget about me. To forget about my book. I was no good for her -- she had gotten what she needed from me and now she should discard me, the way I'd discarded Manda and Gym Girl. A gust of guilt blew through me. She felt like she was wasting my time. And I, I was responsible -- maybe not causally, but certainly karmically -- for what she had gone through.

"Why are you in town?"

"Talking about selling the rights to my story."

She couldn't have shocked me more if she'd said she was in town for a boob job and a gang-bang with the homeless.

"I thought... I mean, I had the impression that you weren't interested in--"

"I wasn't. And then the studio making your movie contacted me--"

"Shit. I'm sorry."

"No, no, it's OK. It really is. I thought about it and I've been thinking. A lot. About him."

I knew who she meant. Him carried freight. It was megatons of abuse.

"No one knows him like I do," she said quietly, looking down into her glass of nigh-untouched wine. "I know him better than his mother. His wife."

"He was married?" I was both surprised to hear it and amazed that I didn't already know it.

She nodded. "He told me things... He told me everything, you know? Because he didn't think I would ever be able to tell anyone else."

I swallowed. Hard. It was a strep throat swallow, a pre-tonsillectomy swallow. It took forever. I didn't want to know those things.

I had to know those things.

"He cried," she went on. "After. Most times. Begged me for forgiveness. And I mean, of course I gave it because what other choice did I have?"

"You had to tell--"

"The weird thing is that at some point, I really felt like I was forgiving him. Isn't that weird?"

"There's this thing called Stockholm Syndrome, where--"

"Oh, I know. I know all about it. My therapist goes on and on... But the thing is, I know all of this stuff about him. And I know that there are more like him out there. Which is sort of a stupid thing to say because of course there are more like him out there, but here's the thing. Here's the thing."

And she leaned forward, the wine totally forgotten now.

"There are more like him. And some of them can be stopped. Before they do what he did to me. Everyone is so focused on punishing them when they get caught. And helping people like me, if we survive. But no one is out there saying, 'How do we stop it in the first place?'"

She was so intense and so committed to the moment that I felt bad for not quite getting it. "What are you saying? What does that have to do with selling your story?"

"It's the money. I want to start a foundation. Or an organization. Something like that. I don't know which. It'll be focused on mental health, but it'll be proactive. It'll be about mass education, telling the world what signs to look for, where the red flags are. And maybe we can even get to guys like him. Get to them when they still have a little shred of self-control left, and they can get some help before they cave to the urges. And we make the world a little better, and this thing I went through ends up not being all bad."

All I could think of was the conversation I'd had with the devil the day Lacey had emerged. How he'd said that her captivity, her torture, were necessary and crucial steps in her personal evolution. I remembered being furious at that thought, hurling a glass against the wall.

But here, before me, was the devil's prophecy coming true.

"You think it's a stupid idea," she said, blushing, and I realized that my expression must have been one of slack-jawed astonishment.

"No, no!" I told her. "You just caught me off-guard. I think it's a great idea. It's just the last thing I ever expected to hear from you -- sympathy for--"

"Not sympathy," she corrected. "Just understanding."

"Right. Right. Of course."

Just then, her cellphone chirped. She checked the screen. "Oh. I have to get ready. They're sending a car for me." She stood up and put her glass on the coffee table, then reached out for a hug. I acquiesced.

"I'm so sorry," she said, walking me to the door. "I wanted to hear about how L.A. is treating you and I just jabbered on and on--"

"It's fine, Lacey. Really." I stepped into the hallway and she almost had the door closed when she pulled it open again and called me back.

"I wanted to mention," she said. "I don't know how you feel about this, but... You know, it's funny because people are still talking about Flash/Back, which is great, but... They keep saying it's life-affirming and uplifting. Isn't that strange?"

I wasn't sure where she was headed. I cocked my head and kept my expression neutral.

She got flustered. "I mean, look, I'm sorry if I'm wrong about this, but... It seems to me that the whole point of the book is that it's sort of a downer. And sometimes we need a downer. Sometimes life is like that. And you don't take it personally -- it just is. That's what I got out of it. That's what kept me focused during my time.." She shrugged. "I'm sorry. Is that wrong? Am I wrong about it?"

It gave me the strength to endure my time, she'd said at Deux Livres.

"You're absolutely right," I told her, gravely, but inside I was screaming Yes! She gets it!

"One more thing," she said, reaching into her pocket for a card. "This is my private number. My mom has it, and my bodyguard, and that's basically it. If you ever want to talk..."

I took the card. How could I not?












































Wherein I Blow Off the Book

The book -- the new book -- still waited for me, nearly finished on my hard drive. But I felt an unease and a dissatisfaction every time I edged close to it, so I avoided opening the file, as though some sort of poison lurked in its digital structures, a poison that could flow from the pixels to the touchpad to me.

Instead, I found myself thinking about the screenplay. A lot. I had never had much of an interest in writing a movie, but Del's enthusiasm had wormed into my brain. 

I wasn't entirely sold on Del's direction (the metafiction, some of the changes, even some of the things he kept) but who was I to say so? At almost every turn -- every time we got together to work -- he would check in with me, ask me what I thought of this notion or that twist. Some of them were quite good, and I was able stifle my envy only by reminding myself that his good work had been inspired by (and was, in fact, impossible without) my own.

Some of the ideas, though, just didn't work for me. They seemed either too Hollywood or too outré. Del, I realized, understood Flash/Back, the same way Lacey did, but was changing it anyway. It wasn't quite a Hollywood feel-good ending, but I could see it heading there. Still, I enthusiastically endorsed his vision.

"I really appreciate your honesty, Randall," he told me one afternoon during a beer-break. Like Kiki, he had a balcony. Unlike hers, it overlooked what appeared to be a shopping center. Still, the breeze was cool and the sun invigorating and the beers refreshing as we sat out there. "A lot of authors don't understand that things have to change for the movie. Even so, I think the studio is going to be antsy about some of this stuff, but with your support, they'll go for it."

Del and I had agreed that we would only work on the screenplay when we were actually together, whether physically or electronically collaborating. That way there would be no "issues" later over whom had created or contributed what. Taking notes to bring up at the next writing session was fine. That system made eminent sense to me. 

But...

But as time went on and as I felt more and more comfortable with the screenplay format and the screenwriting process, I started to spin off my own ideas. They didn't fit into the framework Del had established, so I felt no guilt in fooling around with them in a separate file in the special screenwriting app I'd had to buy. It was just an exercise, really. Just loosening up the screenwriting muscles, keeping them limber for the big work I did with Del.

Kiki would occasionally look in on me as I mucked about with the faux screenplay. She'd spent her career reading them, of course, and she had all kinds of suggestions for improvement. She would lean over my shoulder as I typed, occasionally giggling in my ear or sucking in a breath that said, "Um, no."

"You're getting good at this," she said at one point.

"Really?"

"Yeah. I've read a fuckload of these things, Randall. I know a good one when I see it."

"Is that a metric fuckload or English standard?"

"Metric. You wish it was English standard."

The longer I lived in L.A., the more I became addicted to "buzz." Everywhere Kiki and I went, the buzz seemed more intense, more concrete. Fi had expertly managed to extricate Kiki from her MGM contract, and the movie version of Flash/Back was greenlit and fast-tracked, two Hollywood terms I had always found crass and overwrought, but which now -- I confess -- filled me with glee.

At a party at a producer's house one evening, someone said the words "Oscar-worthy" in my presence for the first time.

"We haven't even finished the script yet," I joked. But lightning filled my gut at the thought, I admit.

"Doesn't matter," a publicist said. "You start the buzz early. You set the expectations and the standards high from the beginning so that you're at the starting gate. Too early isn't early enough."

In the car on the way home with Kiki that night, I put a hand on her bare thigh, deliberately not moving it, thinking of how good it would feel to slide it up and under her dress, thinking of how good it felt knowing that I could, thinking of the Oscar.

"Is it even possible?" I asked her.

Regarding me in a slightly pitying fashion, she said, "Sometimes I forget you're new to the business. This is how they do things, Randall. The studio is totally aiming for the Oscars. They're putting all the pieces in place. A book that came out of nowhere to suddenly glom onto tremendous buzz. A real-life sob story hook. An actress known for shitty popular movies making her first 'quality' picture." Here she bowed a tiny bit, as best she could while sitting. "Will it happen? Who knows? But...possible? Hell, yeah."

"So I should buy a tux," I said, somewhat kiddingly, but thinking of my acceptance speech.

"We'll get you something appropriate to your status as my arm candy," she joked.

And that's when it hit me -- the movie might win an Oscar. Kiki might win an Oscar. The guy who wrote the final screenplay -- Del -- might win an Oscar.

But I wasn't going to win an Oscar. I probably wouldn't even be mentioned, except on the red carpet when they shot Kiki and me arriving. I knew how Hollywood worked; it would be "And here's nominee Kiki Newman, with her escort, Randall Banner. Hey, did you know he actually wrote the book this movie is based on?"

The book is always swallowed by the movie. The movie is always bigger than the book.

I enjoyed the ride home less than I thought I would.












































Wherein Kiki Finds Out

One day, while I was taking a day off from the screenplay, noodling around on Untitled Manuscript out on the balcony, the devil dragged a chair next to me and plopped down. Without looking at my screen, he said, quietly confident, "Almost finished." Not a question.

Truth. Yes. Almost finished.

"Pretty much."

He held out a sheet of paper. I didn't have to look at it to know that it was our contract.

"What if I just don't finish the book?" I whispered. "You couldn't take it then, right?"

The devil smiled the patient smile of an indulgent parent. "Looking for loopholes? It's a pretty simple contract, Randall. Not much room for loopholes."

"But--"

"Remember, I told you at the beginning: This isn't like the myths and legends you people tell each other about dealings with me. This isn't a story. This is real. You've sold me your soul. Done."

"But what if I don't? What if I don't finish the book?"

The devil shrugged. "Then the contract applies to the next book. So--"

"--I would have to never write another book again." It was tempting. Between Flash/Back and Down/Town, I stood to make millions over the next couple of years, to say nothing of what I could make with the movie rights. And the foreign rights. Did I really need to write more books? What if I retired and just spent my days with Kiki? Would that be so bad?

"You know it would be," the devil said.

"I thought you couldn't read my mind," I mumbled.

"I can't. I'm smelling your fear and desperation and it tells me everything I need to know. This is one reason why I picked you, Randall -- your obsession. You know finishing this book concludes the contract, but you'll do it anyway. Because you believe this is an amazing book, and you won't let that go. You won't let it go unpublished. Your commitment won't let you. More importantly, Randall? Your ego won't let you."

"Is it going to hurt? When you take my soul?"

"Couldn't say. Never had one, so I don't know what it's like to lose one."

"But you've done this before. You've taken other people's. Did it hurt them?"

"They're not exactly chatty--"

"Did they scream?"

A small bowl of grapes glistened next to my laptop. The devil twisted two of them free and rolled them in his hand like Queeg's ball bearings before popping one in his mouth. He sighed heavily.

"Some of them. Not all. Not sure they screamed because it hurt, though. It's not like they were writhing in pain or anything." He suddenly perked up and said, brightly, "Writhing in pain! Hey, did you ever notice that if you subtract the H, for hell, from writhing, it becomes writing?"

Writing in pain. "No, I never noticed."

"I would think you would have. Being a writer and all."

Just then, Kiki poked her head outside. "When did company come? I didn't hear the buzzer."

The devil cleared his throat and favored Kiki with a winning smile. "Good afternoon, Ms. Newman."

Kiki stammered, caught off-guard for the first time since I'd met her. She nervously rubbed her thigh. "Hello," she managed. "I didn't realize--"

"I'll be going now," the devil said. "It was good to catch up with you, Randall." He tipped his hat to Kiki. "Ms. Newman."

I'm not sure exactly how he left. To walk out the door, he would have had to have brushed by Kiki, and I know that didn't happen. All I know for certain is that an instant after the hat-tip, Kiki and I were alone on the balcony, staring at each other. She had gone deathly pale.

"I didn't know," she whispered, still rubbing her thigh. "I had no idea..."

"It's all right," I told her, lying easily and without conscious thought or decision. "It's all right."

I went to her and took her in my arms, a stupidly self-conscious male reaction, but she melted into me willingly, and I felt her tremble.

Or maybe that was me. A quaver of realization. The devil was right. I was going to finish this book, come hell or high water. Literally.












































Wherein Kiki and I Cope

Together, we finished off two bottles of middling wine and several shots'-worth of excellent whiskey. At some point, Kiki handed me some smallish pills and told me to chase them with the whiskey. I asked what they were.

"Don't worry about that."

I didn't. I had enough to worry about.

Roughly twenty minutes after taking the pills, I wasn't so worried any more. The whole thing seemed funny all of a sudden. I couldn't stop giggling, which seemed inappropriate, given the circumstances, but I still couldn't stop. Kiki didn't mind. She lounged against me in bed, where we'd spilled some wine and whiskey, but it didn't matter -- Kiki had assistants and maids and cleaning people to take care of such things.

Nothing mattered.

We were giants.

"We're giants," I told her.

"We are," she said, and licked my shoulder.

Some new, alien variety of warm, fluid energy suffused my entire body. Where Kiki licked me, it went hotter, more intense. I felt as though all of my movements were in slow-motion, but that was all right. Even though my mind was moving at its usual speed, it was distracted by the pattern of slats on the A/C vent in the ceiling, by the twist of the sheet around my ankle, by the slight electrical buzz in the air. I had never noticed it before. Was it always there?

Everywhere Fi touched me, I was hot. When I touched her, the pads of my fingers went deliciously cool.

Wait. Not Fi. Kiki. I lifted my head, an effort that seemed almost infinite, and looked at her.

"I'm sorry," I said.

"Why?" she asked, dreamily.

"Did I just call you Fi?"

"I don't know. I'm pretty high."

"Me, too."

"I bet if you came in my mouth, I would get even higher," she said, stroking my cock into hardness. I was harder than ever before in my life. Harder than a teenager in the morning. I was a rod of titanium.

Languidly, she made her way down the bed, never releasing me, for all the world appearing to pull herself along with my cock like a mountain climber with an ice screw.

"Hello," she murmured, speaking directly to my cock. "Hi, there. I'm Kiki." She placed a quick kiss on the head, a kiss I felt all through my body. Everything was shimmering and shivering. "I'm going to eat you up," she said. She slid me into her mouth and took me more deeply than ever before, her nose almost touching my pubic bone.

She gagged and pulled away. The room started spinning, in the best way possible. My body had faded away, all its nerves and sensations funneling away into my cock, which seemed to coruscate with sparks of delight.

Kiki took me in her mouth again, tried again to deep-throat me. Gagged again and pulled back.

"Careful," I whispered. I had more to say. That I meant "careful" she not choke herself. That she didn't have to deep-throat me. And more. But I couldn't speak.

"I need it," she said, and her voice was clogged and I looked down and as she took me in her mouth for the third time, I saw tears in her eyes. She widened her mouth into a painful O, cords on her neck standing out as she tried to devour all of me, take me deep, deep. Gagging again, coughing as she pulled off of me.

"Don't hurt yourself," I managed to say through the haze.

She gazed up at me, her eyes clouded with tears, her cheeks smeared with them, my cock in one hand and poised at her lips, simultaneously the sexiest and most devastated thing I've ever seen. "I need it. I need you. All of you. In me. I'm empty, Randall. Hollow. And you're not. Not yet."

She climbed up me, my cock dragging along her body with exquisite bumps of pleasure, and kissed me, hard, insistent. Angry, almost. I kissed back, brutal, hands roaming, squeezing her ass hard enough to leave bruises. She ground atop me, squirming, squealing into my tongue as she rode through an orgasm, then pulled partly away, gasping.

"I want to fuck you in the ass," I told her.

"You can't do that," she said, her lusting eyes belying her words.

I spun her over on her stomach with an animal ferocity and strength I didn't know I possessed. "Really?"

"You can't," she said.

I pushed into her with near-impossible slowness. "Tell me I can't again," I commanded.

"You can't," she groaned.

"Can't what?"

"You can't fuck my ass," she gasped as I fucked her ass with joyous abandon.












































Wherein I Waken to a Surprise

The next morning, I awoke on the kitchen floor. The refrigerator door was open and a carton of milk had spilled all around me, soaking me. I was naked and a platoon of demolition experts had wired my skull with explosives and began depressing their plungers in sequence, sending a ricochet of unbelievable pain through and around my head as I tried to stand.

My cock felt like someone had shredded it.

As I stood, the sunlight pouring through the kitchen window spiked my eyes. I groaned, then recoiled at the sound of my own rusty voice. I steadied myself against the kitchen counter. I didn't know what drugs I'd done last night, but they had freight-trained me brutally. I felt lucky to be alive one moment, then dearly wished for death the next.

The clock on the microwave told me that it was nearly seven o'clock. Kiki's assistant would be arriving soon, and I couldn't have her catching me naked. Not again. My feet made whitish milk footprints with every step I took. I considered cleaning up the spill, but the idea of bending down made my head throb. Walking was enough for now. I didn't even bother to close the fridge -- it was in the opposite direction I needed. Let her assistant handle it; that's what she was paid for.

Out in the main hall, lying on the bottom step of the massive staircase, was Kiki, naked and curled in a quietly trembling knot as she slept. On the floor nearby was a dildo I can only describe as frightfully large. I had a vague memory of using it on Kiki, of her yelling at me, "Make it hurt!"

The night was a wicked and blurry sequence of incrementally increasing sexual gambits. We'd tried to hurt each other, then soothe each other, then hurt again. We had been beyond insatiable.

"Kiki?" I shook her by the shoulder, wincing in pain at the motion. "Kiki, wake up." I tried to remember her assistant's name and blanked. "Your assistant will be here soon. You don't want her to see you like this."

"...first time..." Kiki mumbled, her eyes -- crusty and blood-shot -- opening as if she couldn't believe she was still alive.

"What's that?"

"Wouldn't be..." She cleared her throat. "Ah, fuck. Fuck. Fuck and fuck and fuck, Randall."

Despite the enormous pain it caused, I crouched down and put my arms around her as she struggled into a sitting position. "I'm sorry," I said.

"Fuck," she said again, tonelessly. "It just doesn't matter, does it?"

I had nothing to say to that. I started to comb the knots and tangles out of her hair with my fingers, when I noticed something on my wrist just above the back of my hand. At first I thought it was a smear of wine from last night, but when I looked more closely, I realized what it was. 

There, right where I normally wore a wristwatch, was a small, delicate, perfect tattoo. It depicted a single tongue of flame behind what appeared to be a wrought-iron gate left ajar.

"I don't remember going out last night," I told Kiki.

"I don't think we did."

I stared at the tattoo. "Then how did I...?" I raised my hand to show it to her.

She squinted at it, then started to laugh.

"It's not funny," I told her. But she wouldn't stop. Maybe couldn't stop.

And then I started laughing, too. Why not? There was nothing else to do.

Nothing else at all. It was over.












































Wherein I Look for Evidence

As Kiki slept off her hangover, I tried to chase mine away by roaming the house, obsessively searching through every pair of pockets I owned. Tipping over trashcans. Pawing through Kiki's obscene number of clutches, pocketbooks, purses, and handbags.

Looking for used gauze of some kind.

A receipt.

Some kind of paperwork from a tattoo parlor.

Anything at all. Anything.

I found nothing. I never really expected to. But I had to look.

Kiki woke up and glared at me without malice, a glare of the still-groggy, as I tumbled into bed, finally too exhausted to explore further.

"Now what?" I asked her.

"I don't know," she said. "Anything." She touched my wrist, my new ink. "Anything at all, really."












































Wherein I Have a Threesome with Kiki and Fi

I have no words.












































Wherein I Go Through the Motions

I began to hate Del. I knew that he had done nothing wrong, but he had done much right, and for that I hated him.

I hated him for riding my coattails, I decided. He lived in L.A., made a good living as a screenwriter. He never worried about money. And I had spent two years of my life writing Flash/Back, scrimping and cutting fucking coupons -- coupons, in the 21st century! -- and stressing and killing myself and denying myself. And then he was going to swoop in and chop out pieces of my work and rearrange the rest of it and add just enough of his own bullshit that he could put his name on it? Really? He was going to take a couple of months to massage what had taken years of my life and then he would get a big payday and win a fucking Oscar. Because of my work? My work!

He looked at me over the screen of the laptop. "You OK, Randall?"

"Yeah. Just a little tired, is all."

Another man might have made a salacious comment about Kiki keeping me up late, but Del just pursed his lips in concern. "I have a really good reiki guy. Want his number?"

"No, that's OK." Fuck you, I was thinking. Fuck you and your fucking reiki guy.

We were putting the finishing touches on the draft of the screenplay I was helping with. Because I had initially declined to write my own draft, this was my only chance to influence the screenplay. After this draft, Del was contractually allowed to go off on his own.

He could give it a happy ending. He could just delete everything I'd done at that point, I realized. I had contributed some decent stuff here and there. And he could excise it entirely. No one would ever even see it.

"I just need to lie down," I told him. "Can we call it a day? I just don't feel well."

"Yeah, yeah, of course," he said, voice laden with concern. False concern, I was sure. Where was his fucking tattoo, I wondered?

I went home. Halfway there, Del texted me his reiki guy's number. I deleted it.

Kiki was out somewhere. Lunch with one of her platoon of functionaries.

I found, on the corner of the dresser Kiki had emptied out for me, Lacey's card. It had no name or other identifying information. It was just a plain white card on which she'd handwritten her secret phone number. Some perverse corner of my brain tittered at the idea of posting it on Twitter. Just to see what would happen.

But I would never do that. Of course not.

I was seized by an urge to call her. I didn't know why. Maybe because she was the one genuinely good person I knew who would take the call. Tayvon was off at war. There was no one else.

Did I think Lacey could save my soul? That was juvenile idiocy. She was a kid. The devil had once called her "dreamy" in a pejorative sense, and I realized how true that was. Did she really think she could change the world by getting crazy people to report themselves? She was a Stockholm Syndrome sufferer, probably freighted with PTSD in the bargain, trying to force a world that was, ultimately, nonsensical to make sense. She'd merely exchanged one implausible dream -- success in the theatre -- with one bigger and nigh-impossible.

Instead of calling her, I wandered Kiki's ridiculously huge house, too big for one person or two people or even a family of five. There were rooms I'd never seen, doors I'd never opened.

I ended up out on what I thought of as "my balcony," scrolling through the illicit little screenplay I'd been messing around with on the side. The devil propped his feet up on the the table I used as a desk.

"You can dance around it all you like," he said, "but you can't avoid it."

"Maybe I just won't finish the book after all. Maybe I'll start writing screenplays."

"Right. Sure."

"And then I could keep my soul."

The devil chuckled. "You idiot. You don't get it, do you?"

"What?"

"Here's the thing," he said. "Here's the thing about what you call your soul."

"What I call my soul?"

"Shush. Poppa's talking. You people anthropomorphize fucking everything. You think of your souls as versions of yourselves, your bodies made all wispy and white and insubstantial. You think of your soul as something that lives inside you. As a discrete, contained unit. But here's the thing: Your soul isn't a single thing someone can snatch away. It's a mirror of your experiences, fears, joys, needs, desires. It's a feedback loop for your morality and your ethics and your understanding of the world and of yourself and of each other."

"So... What did I sell you, then? I don't get it."

"You sold me all of that. All of it."

"What?"

"I get it when you're done, dumb-ass. I just have to wait until the book is done, and then I scoop up the remaining dregs. I've been taking it from you bit by bit as you wrote the book. Each step that you took towards superstardom was a step away from yourself."

I should have been outraged. I should have been angry. But I wasn't. In fact, it seemed almost funny. I had thought of my soul as a thing, just as he'd said. I had thought of it as an appendage, one I could live without. And after a fashion, I could live without it, it turned out. It's just that "I" was no longer "me." I was now a man who cheated on his girlfriend, a man who helped other women cheat on their boyfriends. The devil had parsed language with the finesse of a politician. Or a writer. He'd never denied exactly what he was up to, but he'd never told me, either. I'd been asking the wrong questions all along, and like a good lawyer, the devil let me draw my own conclusions. All of them wrong.

"How many... How much of what you've been telling me all along was a lie?"

He shrugged. "All of it? None of it? Little pieces here and there? I don't know. I don't fucking know, Randall, and you know the beauty of being the devil? The beauty of being the devil is that I don't have to keep track."

And I didn't care. Moreover, I didn't care that I didn't care.

I looked at the screenplay on my laptop. I was damned already anyway, right? Why not go for it?












































Wherein I Fuck over Del

When the time came to turn in our first draft of the screenplay, I gave Del a big shit-eating grin, clapped him on the back, thanked him for all of his help and his tutelage on the fine art of screenwriting. I watched him hit "send" and fire off the draft to the studio folks.

"Do you want to see the rewrites as I work on them?" he asked with solicitous good grace. "Might be interesting for you."

"Sure!" I enthused. "Thanks again for everything, man."

"Good luck with the new book!" he called as I left.

I went straight back to Kiki's and went out onto the balcony, where I spent the next few days ignoring the book and cranking out pages of the screenplay. If someone like Del could write one in a couple of months, then it would be no big thing for me − for a real writer -- to do one in half the time. And I already had a headstart.

I was careful not to use any of Del's ideas in my version. Which was fine because his ideas sucked. I had also been careful to hold back my own ideas, so that I would be free to use them as I pleased in my own draft.

By the next week, Malcolm called to ask what I thought of Del's screenplay.

"I have to be honest with you, Malcolm," I said, as though aggrieved and reluctant, but determined to tell the truth regardless. "I like Del a lot and I think he has some great ideas and he's clearly talented--"

"Hell of a guy," Malcolm interjected.

"Hell of a guy. Total prince. Love him like a brother. But I just don't think he's right for this project."

I could almost hear Malcolm's frown through the phone line. "You were right there, Randall. Didn't you--"

"I tried to sort of guide it in a better direction," I said, imbuing my voice with self-recrimination. "But he came into this project with a lot of preconceived notions and I couldn't get him to budge. The whole metafiction thing. All of the Lacey stuff... I'll tell you something, Malcolm -- I think what he really wants is to write a biopic of Lacey Simonson. I think that's where his passion is, and the studio has the rights now anyway, right? He doesn't really want to be involved in Flash/Back."

I held my breath as Malcolm thought about it.

"I don't know, Randall..." he mused. "Look, I'm your agent and your advocate, and I see what you're saying. I've read the script and it's really rough. But we expect that at this stage. As he works on it..."

"I just think there's room for something a little closer to the book. There's a way to pull off a dark ending without losing the audience. Can I send you something?" I asked, my finger hovering over the "send" button.

"Sure."

Boom. I sent the screenplay, my screenplay.

"I'm going to hell, aren't I?" I asked. I sensed the devil standing over my shoulder. I had become more and more attuned to him. Or maybe it's just that now I was aware.

"That's an interesting question to ask, coming from someone who's sold his soul," the devil remarked.

"What's hell like?" I asked. "It can't be like they show in the movies. I won't buy that. Tell me it's a little more creative than that. Or maybe it's just boring. Is that it? Is is like sitting in a room with gray walls for eternity?"

I expected something mocking from him, but instead, he just came around to sit opposite me, elbows on knees, leaning in. He stared at me for a moment, some relative of concern in his expression, then said, "You really want to know?"

"Yes. Please."

"Hell isn't a place, Randall. It's a state of mind. Even the Catholic Church says so. And that state of mind is, basically, 'away from the Old Man's grace.'"

"That's it? That's how bad it gets?"

He shrugged. "That's what you get when you're in a situation in which one side has better PR and gets to define everything. If you buy into the Catholic Church's propaganda, for example, then being away from the Old Man's grace sounds like the worst thing in the world. But let me tell you something, man. I've been in the Old Man's grace and I've been away from it. And--"

"Are you going to tell me that there's no difference?"

"No. Not at all. Look, all things being equal, sure his grace is pretty good. I'm not going to lie. I enjoyed it. But being away from it isn't the torture and torment they want you to believe it is. It's just...not as good, is all."

"It's just not as good..." I mumbled.

I was still thinking of it later, as I tossed and turned in bed next to Kiki that night. I wasn't one hundred percent sure what it meant, but I thought that maybe -- just maybe -- it meant I could survive this.

Not that I deserved to.












































Wherein It Doesn't Happen. (Nor Does the Other Thing)

On the six-month anniversary of the day we met, Kiki hired the chef from her favorite Japanese restaurant to come make fresh sushi for us in her kitchen. We were served by a stunning actress-wannabe Kiki's assistant had located for us. She nearly glowed every time she came within any sort of proximity to Kiki, and I began to develop scenarios in my mind that would lead to a repeat of the session with Fi, only with a fresh face in the role of Fiona.

Kiki seemed to not even notice the girl. She had been excited and enthusiastic about this dinner a month ago, when she'd planned it, but now that it was here, she was listless and quiet.

"What does it feel like?" I asked.

She pursed her lips. Sour words. Sour thoughts. "I don't know. I don't remember any more. It's like I've always felt this way."

"I could just not finish the book," I told her. "Really. I've been thinking about it. It would mean a big change for me, but maybe I just stop doing books. I could do movies. TV. Hell, I could write plays or do something on the web or who knows what?"

"I guess..." Kiki poked at her sushi with her chopsticks, worrying a California roll into a pile of rice, avocado, and cucumber. "I guess I thought...or was hoping, really...that one of us..."

"That one of us wouldn't be damned."

She threw down the chopsticks. "I can't eat any more. I'm sorry." Before I could stop her, she ran from the room.

That night, for the first time since we'd met, we spent the night in the same bed without touching each other.












































Wherein My Evil Backstabbing Pays Off

Eventually, the studio got around to reading Del's script.

And mine.

"Guess what?" Malcolm said excitedly when he called me, and since he said it excitedly, I didn't even have to guess.

"What?" I asked, as though I didn't already know.

"They don't want Del's version. They want yours. They want you to be the screenwriter."

I feigned surprise. "Really? Me? That was just something I knocked out..."

"You're too modest. It's excellent. It's really, really good stuff, and they can't wait to see what you do in revising."

"I'm flattered."

"So, just say the word and I'll get started on the deal. They got this first bite at the apple for free because you basically did it on spec, but don't worry -- we're gonna get you some serious coin."

"I'd love to do it," I said. "I think it would be fun to try something different from novels."

"Great, great. I'll tell the studio so that they can dump Del and get started on your contract."

A few days later, I happened to bump into Del while leaving the production company office after a meeting. He pulled me aside in the parking lot.

"I don't get it, Randall. What happened?"

"I guess they didn't like our draft, man."

"But they said you turned in your own."

"Yeah, well, they didn't like the one we did together, so I tried something on my own."

"That's not what I heard. I heard you turned yours in around the same time."

I shrugged. "I don't know what to tell you."

"I thought you liked what we did together," he said, seeming more hurt than angry, more befuddled than outraged. "I just don't understand."

"I don't know what to tell you," I said again, when the truth was, "I don't care to tell you."

"Good luck with it," he said, still wounded, still confused. "It's a brilliant book and it deserves to be a great movie."

At home, I wondered about that. Wondered about his parting comment. Could he really be that idealistic? Could he really, truly care only about the work, not about his own ego?

Impossible. People like that didn't exist. They never had.

"Fuck him," I told Kiki that night. "Fuck him and his reiki guy and his three-act structure and--"

"It just doesn't matter, does it?" she said to me. "Nothing matters any more."

I didn't know what to say to that.

Then she laughed. Laughed like she had when we first met, and for that moment, I thought maybe everything would be OK.

Thought it, but knew otherwise.












































Wherein the Devil Explains

The next day, I took my laptop out to the balcony again. I had plenty of time to work on the next draft of the screenplay. The new book was two weeks late at this point. My editor had never seen me late on a book before.

"I understand things must be crazy, what with the movie (congrats again, by the way!) and the move to L.A.," she'd e-mailed me, "but I'm hoping I'll get the draft of the new book sooner rather than later. Don't worry if it's a little rough! We just would like to get started on our end."

"It's almost done," I replied, the lie of lies among authors. But true in my case. And it wasn't rough at all -- I'd been revising while writing and the draft I had was pretty clean. It wouldn't need much in the way of further revising; I could just tell. After five books, I'd developed a sense for such things.

Almost done, indeed. Maybe a sentence or two at the end. That was all it needed. And then it would be done and I would be done, too.

I set up the laptop and stared at the screen. So close...

But I had the movie deal now. I could blow off the book contract, right? And in doing so, blow off that other pesky contract I'd signed. Get my soul back. Or at least cling to the tiny bit I had left.

I could do that.

I could totally do that.

But it didn't matter any more. And besides...

And besides...

"And besides, it's a really good book, isn't it?" the devil asked, lounging against the balustrade.

I couldn't lie to him. "It's a fucking masterpiece," I said in a hollow voice. I was the worst critic of my own writing, but even I couldn't fault this one.

"Masterpiece. That sounds nice."

"It's the book I've wanted to write my entire life, the book I always imagined myself writing."

He nodded knowingly. His voice soothed. "And it will succeed beyond your wildest dreams. The children of dirt farmers in Africa will read this book when they grow up, Randall. That's the deal."

I closed my eyes. So close. So close to the end.

To the ends.

"This sucks," I said. "I would have written this book anyway. I would have written it with or without you."

"And the same few thousand or so people who read your other books would have read it and no one would have cared. Now the world will read it."

"What if I repent?" My voice was soft, barely audible even to me, but the devil heard.

"You think the Old Man is interested in a single soul? He's a little busy with the big picture. And when I say 'big,' I mean universe-wide."

I remembered, then, the night of my signing at Deux Livres -- running off to cheat with Gym Girl, trapped in her neighborhood with no way back to Manda. Lovely Rita had rescued me and I'd thought of her as a guardian angel. Maybe in a movie of my life, she would have actually been a guardian angel, sent from heaven to rescue me from myself.

But not in a Randall Banner novel.

"Why me?" I asked, more plaintive that I'd intended. "Why me?"

"You asked, Randall. You offered."

"I can't be the only one," I said. "I can't be the only person who asked that day, that hour, even that minute. Why did you pick me?"

He sighed and leaned back. 

"There was this one time, in Moscow... This wasn't long ago as I measure things, but to you, it was a lifetime. Anyway, I blew into town with some friends and we just tried to see how many of you we could fuck up at one go. It wasn't terribly challenging. And what I realized was that you people don't need much incentive to ruin yourselves. You'll do it for very little, and very easily."

"Pity the poor monkeys," I said with a heavy dollop of sarcasm. I typed a single sentence on-screen. One more to go. Maybe two. It didn't matter any more. I'd made up my mind. I just wanted to know why. "Why me?" I asked again.

"Seven billion people on this useless planet, Randall, my man. You know why I picked you? I'll tell you why -- it's because you're an outsider among your own species."

I said nothing. My fingers idled on the keyboard.

"I've been watching you a long time, Randall. Watching. Saw women interested in you and you had no clue. Saw things happening all around you and you didn't notice. You know why?" Without waiting for an answer, the devil stabbed his forefinger at his own temple. "Because you're too busy living in your own head. You're the most self-aware, solipsistic, self-pitying person I know, but even before you met me, you'd still managed to eke out a pretty decent life. Not that you could see it. So obsessed with your dreams dying. 'My dream is dead and no matter what happens, nothing can ever bring it back!' Boo-fucking-hoo, Randall.

"You didn't know how good you had it. Too busy holding funerals for your fantasies. But you were no one's flunky. Worked for yourself. Bedded a hottie like Fiona. And you never understood or appreciated it. Just fumbling and stumbling through life. I couldn't stand that. I had to take you down a peg."

Of all the answers to "Why me?" that was probably the only one I hadn't anticipated, the only one I didn't understand. "Take me down a peg? By giving me a super-successful novel?"

The devil flashed his grin. "It's not all it's cracked up to be, man. Do you even know how a book becomes a mega-hit like yours? I mean, yeah, Lacey helped. You can't always count on something like that, though. No, a book becomes a hit because big-mouths read it and won't shut up about it. So then more big-mouths read it. And on and on. I just got you more and better big-mouths. That's the secret of being the devil -- everyone thinks it's about, like, grand schemes. But really it's all a matter of getting the right book to the right person -- or the wrong book to the wrong person -- and letting the dominoes fall, fall, fall."

"It doesn't make any sense, though. Take my soul and in exchange give me fame, fortune, and the hottest piece of ass on the planet? I'm not buying it."

The devil shrugged. "Well, I didn't say there wasn't something in it for me..."

"My soul."

"Nah. Well, yeah, but not just your soul. Your soul is actually worthless. Who cares about it? Meaningless."

"Meaningless?" My temper waxed bright and hot. "Are you crazy? Have you seen what I've become? The things I've done to people since you started leeching it away from me?"

"Don't be a fucking dramatic douchebag, Randall. That had nothing to do with your soul."

"But--"

"You think people have to be unsouled to do what you've done? Are you that naive? Really? You're a grown-up. You know the truth. You didn't do anything you didn't want to do. You did some mean, nasty shit when you still had ninety percent of your soul. You were always the same self-involved asshole. You saw what you were becoming. You could have stopped it at any time. You didn't. Because you liked it. You liked cheating on your rebound girl, Manda. You liked treating Gym Girl like she didn't matter. You liked screwing over Del."

"You can't--"

"I can damn well be serious. Think about it -- you didn't fuck Sherrie. You resisted. You always could. You chose not to. You never once said, 'Fuck it -- it's not worth it.' Did you become worse when I started taking your soul?" Here he grinned the old, lazy hipster grin I knew so well. Only it no longer seemed particularly lazy. "Of course you did. But you didn't become bad, Randall. You were bad all along."

"We're all bad," Gym Girl had told me.

"You think I'd go to all this trouble for a soul? I didn't need your soul. I needed more than that. So much more."

His eyes gleamed. I didn't even have to prod him for more. He wanted to tell me. Here, at his final moment of triumph, he wanted me to know.

"It was actually one of you chattering monkeys who gave me the idea," he said. "Everything was going great. The Internet was kicking great guns and TV was getting good, in an unseemly, trashy way. I figured in a generation, maybe two, I'd have you monkeys all hooked on the cheap, shitty entertainment, the stuff that funnels you right to me.

"And then... And then that fucking English woman, writing that damn series of kids' books. And she changed the world. She really did. She got a whole generation of kids hooked on reading, when they should have been hooked on Internet porn and music videos. So that made me think: What if I could redirect that power? What if I could exploit it? And instead of hooking people on a story about bravery and friendship and overcoming adversity, what if I could get a story written by a horrible person? A miserable, horrible person. Like you.

"It's like a computer, Randy. I input miserable wretch of a writer, depressing-as-shit book, and massive fame, and it spits out, well, spiritual and psychological apocalypse."

I typed another sentence. OK, one more. Definitely. One more and it was done.

The devil knew it. He came closer, licking his lips. "Oh, and see? See? You don't even care any more do you? You know I'm one sentence away, one bite away, from having all of you, and you don't care."

"It's a great book." I was helpless in its grasp.

"You've spent your life wanting more," the devil explained, as if I needed such explication. "More sales. More success. More pussy. And you know what? You're getting it now. You're welcome."

I strummed my fingers on the keyboard.

"The problem is that the world works a certain way and you just can't be bothered. Again, you're all tied up in yourself. You're fucking constipated with yourself. Yeah, Randall -- your books were good. And they were flops. Guess what? The world just doesn't like the kind of books you write, even if they're good. There are different kinds of 'good' and yours isn't the successful kind."

"But Flash/Back..."

"Was a fluke. One of those instances where the zeitgeist happened to conflate with your particular book. And then Down/Town benefitted from that. And the next one... Oh, Randall. This book, this new book..." He tapped the back of the screen with his finger. Gently. "This is your masterpiece, but you, Randall -- you're my masterpiece. Do you have any idea how much work this has been?

"See, first we had to attune people to what it is you do. Your work resists sympathy. And empathy. It's self-absorbed and it screams 'Don't read me!' to people."

"Wow. Thanks."

"Shut up. I'm talking. Your books are technically proficient, but they have a black heart, Randall. They're cynical and depressing. So people resisted them. But then, with poor innocent Lacey in your corner, it's like people were willing to crack through that veneer of self-important shit you lard onto everything you write."

"Hey!"

"So," he went on, ignoring me, "we got them their first taste. And even though it wasn't exactly to their liking, they had social pressures telling them -- they had Lacey telling them -- that they were supposed to like it." He showed me impossibly clean and white and large teeth with a too-delighted smile. "It's like when a friend tells you a restaurant is great. You go there and you don't actually like it, but you think you're supposed to, so you end up going back."

"You're saying you fooled people into liking my book?"

He threw back his head and roared. There was something...extra in that laugh. Something I couldn't identify. Something...leonine.

"I'm saying the world fooled people into liking it. No one wants to be left out. Everyone wants some connection to the girl on TV, the poor raped and kidnapped cutie-pie. So they read your book and they convince themselves it must be good because everyone else is reading it and convincing themselves of the same thing."

"But Down/Town..."

"That's the beauty of it. We did what normally takes decades, Randall. We shifted cultural tastes with a single book. Right now, in publishing houses around the world, you know what people are saying?"

I shook my head.

"They're saying, 'Get me more books like Randall Banner's.'"

"Really?" That certainly got my attention.

He laughed again, and this time I definitely heard the lion in there. "Damn right they are! They're looking for more books that enforce a selfish, self-absorbed, nihilistic outlook on life."

"I'm not--"

"You are! You're so..." He threw his hands up in the air. "I have no words for it, man. I mean, look at your father. Your poor, lonely father. He's seen three women love and leave him. He's alone. Totally alone. And he reaches out to you, tries to connect with you any way he can."

"I don't give a shit about hockey and I don't--"

"That's exactly what I'm talking about! Would it kill you to pretend to like hockey for the length of a phone call? Or even to talk about jerking off? He's an old man. He'll be dead soon. He's begging for some attention from his son and you just spit in his face. Each. And every. Time. And that's why I love you, Randall."

And he touched me for the first time. Touched my actual skin, I mean, stroking my cheek with a hand dry and hot, his eyes alight with malicious glee.

When I say "alight," I mean it. There was a murky light dancing in his eyes, something hypnotic and unavoidable.

The only thing that could distract me from those eyes was his touch. It burned. It froze. It made me erect and nauseated at the same time. My eyes blurred with tears.

"Don't go away yet, Randall," he chortled. "You still have work to do! Like I said, the world is going to read this next book. It's going to be the biggest thing since that asshole Gutenberg kicked this shit off. And your influence is going to make the world a collection of self-important, self-absorbed, depressed and depressing fucking assholes who don't give a shit about anyone else." He leered at me. "Just. Like. You."

I realized something. I ran through everything he had just told me.

And I laughed.

The devil smirked. "Yeah, Randall. It's funny. I fucked you. Right in the ol' shit-pit. And you're fucking over the world. Not bad, huh?"

"That's not what I'm laughing about."

"What, then?"

I wiped tears from my eyes. I typed the last sentence of the book. 

I like to think I felt the last of my soul leave me, but the truth is, I didn't.

"You're not gonna believe this."

"I believe an awful lot, Randall. Some of it's even true."

"You fucked me over, sure. But I'm fucking you right back, you dumb piece of shit."












































Wherein I Explain

The devil chortled with glee. "No, no, my friend. Those cool, fun new drugs Kiki's got you taking must be messing with you. In this relationship, I am the fucker and you are the fuckee. I wield the cock and you bend over and spread 'em. It has ever been thus, asshole."

"You gave me a lot of power."

"Exactly. I gave the power to change the world to someone solipsistic and narcissistic and just plain bad. And now soulless in the bargain. Score for me."

"Here's the thing," I told the devil. "That's all very well and good. But you made one mistake."

"Oh, really?" He leaned back, arms crossed over his chest, and regarded me with a wickedly indulgent smirk. "I somehow doubt that."

"Yeah. You never bothered to ask me what my book was about."

The devil opened his mouth to speak, then closed it.

Then opened it again.

He lunged for the computer, but I closed the lid. "Ah, ah!"

"Let me see that!" he wailed. "I'll rip your heart out and shit in your chest, Randall!"

I believed him. I opened the laptop and turned its screen towards him.

As he scrolled to the beginning and skimmed through the book at the speed of thought, I realized something else. Something fundamental and important.

He had taken my soul but he hadn't really changed me. I had never been a good person. Never. He was right: I had always been self-absorbed and impatient and self-centered. He had done nothing to me, taking my soul, leaving me unchanged. My soul had been weak, papier-mâché fetters on my worst impulses. Removing them made it easier to indulge in my worst, most contemptible instincts, but only by the degree it takes to break paper.

Actually, though... I had changed. Changed in one way, one important way: I could now be honest with myself. I could admit I wasn't a good person and I just didn't care one way or the other.

"Oh, fucking mother of all that is fucked up the ass!" the devil cried. "What have you done, Randall? What is this shit?"

"I'm titling it Love/Life," I told him. "And you were right about me, but you forgot one important detail: I'm a writer, asshole. I may be a dickhead, but I'm really good at putting myself in other people's shoes. And I get bored writing the same thing over and over, so I decided to try something different."

"I feel like it's too...big for me," I had told Gym Girl, all those months ago. "I feel like I'm attempting something beyond the reaches of my talent, you know?"

"Love/Life," he moaned, as though in pain. Maybe he was in pain. Had I hurt the devil?

"I may be a soulless asshole, a cheat, a guy who fucks over his colleagues, a guy who uses women, but I'm really, really good at pretending not to be."

Hence: Love/Life. A little something different for the Randall Banner fans of the world. A novel about self-sacrifice. About nobility. Altruism.

"You fucker!" he screamed. "You wrote a fucking book about Tayvon!"

A book about the best human being I know.

"What's that gonna do to the world once it gets out there?" I asked, trying (but not too hard) to keep a note of glee out of my voice.

Tayvon hated the book. Hated the idea of it. Of course he did. In that sacrificing way of his -- that military way of his -- he didn't see his service as anything exceptional. He didn't want himself held up as an ideal. Not even fictionally.

But that didn't stop me. Not me. Not the guy who only cares about himself and his own dreams and his own success.

The devil reared up, his chest enormous and powerful. A single curl of black smoke escaped a nostril.

"I am going to crush your skull to bits," he said, "and then delete that fucking--"

"Crush away, dillweed. Doesn't matter. I've been working on a cloud server." I looked at my watch. "Still business hours back East. Fatima's downloading it for Sam right now. That book will be published, whether I'm alive to see it or not." A new thought occurred to me. "Imagine how much more popular it will be if it's published posthumously!"

He gave me the courtesy of not accusing me of bluffing. We both knew I wasn't.

A deep breath. For both of us.

"Look," he said, relaxing into the easy, chill hipster once more, "you're already more popular than you were before. You've got a good life. You're rich. You've got Kiki. Tell you what -- I'll tear up the contract and give back your soul. Done deal. No questions asked. In return, you don't turn that book in to your publisher."

"No dice."

"Are you shitting me?" His eyes bugged out. "I'm am offering you quite literally, no shit, the deal of the fucking millennium. And you're saying no?"

"I'm saying no."

Pacing back and forth, he muttered to himself, then froze in an excited pose. "Kiki! I'll give Kiki's soul back!"

"No."

"Fine, fine -- you both get your souls back. Two for one. You can't turn that down."

"No sale."

The devil stroked his chin. "You really think you can out-bargain me? I invented bargaining."

"Actually, no -- I don't think I can out-bargain you. I'm positive I can't. But you're assuming we're bargaining. We're not. I don't want my soul back."

"You don't--"

Smiling, I said, "Funny thing about losing your soul: Once it's all gone, you just don't care about it any more. It's the one thing you have of mine and it's the only thing I don't want back." I stroked the edge of the laptop. "But I do care about this book being published. Mostly because I'm 'solipsistic and narcissistic and just plain bad.'"

I'm a good writer. Maybe better than good. The world -- rightly or wrongly -- thinks I'm a genius.

But I lack sufficient literary talent to describe the expression on the face of Satan when he realizes he's been beaten.

"Remember," I said quietly, "back at the beginning of all this? When you said this wasn't one of those stories where someone outsmarts the devil?"

"I remember." Through clenched teeth.

"I guess maybe you were reading the wrong story."

"Fuck you, Randall!" he screamed. "Fuck you! You've heard the phrase 'living hell,' right? Well, fucktard, that's what your life is from now on! I'm going to destroy you! I'm going to set the world against you!"

"Well, the world loves me, so good luck with that. And like you said -- the world's going to be a very different place once this book comes out."

"I'll find a way!" he bellowed. "I will spend the rest of fucking eternity finding ways to ream your asshole with a fucking burning cactus!"

"I worry about your creativity," I said. "You really need to move on from the sodomy stuff. Or are you hiding something?"

The devil screamed. Not with his human voice, but with the other one. It was the first time I heard it, and I do not believe it was a coincidence that soon after, I began losing my hair and developed a stoop to my walk.

I saw things, in that moment, in that moment of the scream. I saw my father at his wife's grave, stoop-shouldered and mournful. And alone.

I saw Lacey's tormentor on his knees, weeping, begging for forgiveness, a smear of blood along one cheek, like rouge.

I saw Kiki -- a younger Kiki -- on a film set, dropping a towel from her body as a cameraman checked light levels.

I believe I saw the moment of Tayvon's death, though it spun by so fast that I could not be sure.

A column of flame burst forth where the devil stood. I stepped back and held up my arms in defense; heat blew at me, singeing my flesh into a fast-flash sunburn no California sun could ever deliver. From that column, a howl exploded, and ash rose to the sky. With a sound like an engine oversaturated with gas, the column folded in on itself.

Where the devil had stood, there was a black scorchmark on Kiki's perfect marble balcony.

I dropped to my knees, trembling. My body no longer worked. I knelt there I know not how long, until Kiki found me there, staring at the scorchmark.

She knelt and took me in her arms. She did not love me. And I did not love her.

It didn't matter.












































Wherein I Make the Call

Later, I called Lacey. She was back East by then, having sold her life, but not her soul.

"There's something I need to know," I told her. "I'm sorry if it bothers you, but I have to ask."

"Go ahead."

"Why did you have my book with you that day? Why did you have a copy of Flash/Back?"

"I just did. I saw it at a bookstore and I liked the cover, so I bought it."

"No one gave it to you? No one recommended it?"

"No. I told you -- I saw it there and I liked the cover--"

"And you bought it. Right. So, totally random. Total coincidence."

"Totally random," she agreed.

She sounded depressed.

"You know the problem with your books, Randall?" she asked.

"Tell me." My hand shook, and I couldn't hold the phone steady, so I used my headset and leaned back in the bath Kiki had drawn for me.

"They're too right. Life really is a downer, you know?"

"What happened?"

"I just feel stupid. Do I really think I can make this work? Can I make crazy people get help? No one else ever has."

"One thing I know for sure... Actually, the only thing I know for sure, Lacey, is this: Anything can happen. Anything."

"I guess. What have you been up to?"

I laughed. "I think I saved the world."

I didn't know what response to expect, but it certainly wasn't what she said: "No one saves the world."

"Like I said: Anything can happen."

A moment passed. And then she asked, "How long do you think it'll last?"












































Wherein I Win 

After the bath, I was still shaky. I would be shaky for most of my life, I somehow understood. But I dressed and I found my way back to the balcony, where Kiki stood, staring at the scorchmark.

"Was it worth it?" she asked quietly.

There was no way to know.

My laptop still sat -- open -- on the table. I hobbled over to it and did something I had never done with any of my other books.

I typed "THE END."

After a moment, I opened a new, blank document and called it Untitled Manuscript.
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