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PROLOGUE

“We’re all products of our environment. Our culture carves our identities and uses us as vessels to transport it through time. It is immortal. How we act; how we react; the way we perceive things. None of that really belongs to us, every thought we have—every atom of our being—we owe to our culture.”

Even as I utter the final words of my speech I know it’s all crap. But that’s what people crave. That’s why they come to these seminars to listen to me, Dr. Asha Shakes, professor of lies. I listen to them applaud. Cheering me along as I descend the podium, mobbing me as I make for the exit mindlessly shaking hands with the faceless mass. I hate crowds. That will never change. They remind me of a swarm of insects and make my skin crawl.

I finally get free and shudder as I leave the Brighton Park Business Hotel. It’s a beautiful day. I’d give anything to go for a walk in Central Park. But a quick glance at my watch tells me I’m going to be late for my appointment with Dr. Lewinsky. 

Walking isn’t an option. It’s less than a mile, but my shoes aren’t comfortable. I don’t want to be late. This is my last session after all. At least, that’s what I’ve been telling myself every Wednesday at 4:00 PM for the last three months. As I walk away from the hotel, I glance behind me to make sure I’m not being followed. I hail a cab as soon as I think it’s safe to do so and hastily slip into the back seat. 

“Where to?” the driver asks with an accent so thick I wonder how he gets by outside this musky yellow car. 

“East 68th Street,” I answer, eyes glued to the image of the street behind me, paranoid as hell. I examine the people pouring out of the hotel, searching for a familiar face. Nothing. I turn back to the curve and gasp. Dark eyes stare back at me. 

My pounding heart slows as I realize the narrow face with wide dark eyes staring back at me is my own. My cheeks are sunken beneath my high cheek bones, and I have faint shadows under my eyes. The makeup I used to hide it isn’t doing a good job. My lips are full and glossy. The faint pink lip gloss is the same shade of the light dusting of eye shadow I often wear. 

The cab pulls into traffic, and I relax. No one is following me. My secret is safe … for now. I’m sure someone will find out eventually. But for now, I take a deep breath and rest my head against the back seat as the accented driver whisks me away from prying eyes.

 I say prying eyes because someone is always watching. Walls have ears and bush has eyes. That’s what my mother use to say. I slam my foot on the brakes of thoughts about my mother. No sense going there; I’ve travelled down that road before. I know exactly where it leads.

I keep my eyes fixed on the road in front of me. 

*	*	*

“This is the place you want right?”

I open my eyes. The car is in front of the Dr. Lewinsky’s office building, and the driver is watching me through the rear view mirror. It takes a while for me to understand what he said. 

I look around, a little disoriented. It takes me a second to realize why. I can’t remember how I got here. It’s almost as if I teleported from the hotel to this building. This annoys me. I have to stay alert, my secrets depend on it. 

I get out and toss a twenty dollar bill at the driver. “Keep the change.” I tell him. 

His car might be smelly, but he just saved me from the observant eyes at the hotel and helped me get away from my stalkers. I glance around and quickly scan the surrounding area. They’re never far behind, but I’m safe for now. I shudder at the thought of not being aware of the things around me. Careless. I’m never careless. 

I take a deep breath to prepare myself, the way I always do on Wednesdays at, (I glance at my watch) 4:01 PM. I enter the building and head for the elevator. If you ask me what the first floor looks like, I couldn’t tell you. I never look left or right. 

I head for the shiny metal doors of the elevator. It’s part of my strategy. If I look around and find someone looking back, I’d never get to the elevator. My instincts will tell me to run. I’m tired of running, so I never look.

I hate the theories I present at seminars, mostly because they hold true for me. I am a product of my environment, and I’m on a mission to get away from that. It started in grad school, about ten years ago when I discovered the truth behind all my problems: I’m possessed. Yes, I’m afraid it’s true, and I’ve spent the last ten years slowly purging the demon of my culture out of me. Dr. Lewinsky was the last step in my self-inflicted cleansing ritual, though I have yet to see results.

The elevator finally arrives. I step in and punch the button for the third floor. I stare at the numbers for the eight seconds it takes to get there. I hate confined spaces almost as much as I hate crowds, so I sigh with relief when the door opens. 

This floor I can easily describe. I’m quite intimate with it actually, having spent an hour here on Wednesdays for the last three months. 

The floor is covered with black and white ceramic tiles … wait a minute, I hear talking! I hesitate. I never run into anyone else here. The place is usually empty. I hold the elevator doors open for a few seconds and listen carefully. Silence. I step out of the elevator and jump back, immediately realizing my mistake. I stepped on a white tile. I never step on the white tiles! 

The white tiles are the enemies. I don’t trust them. They never keep secrets and will reveal even the tiniest smear I leave on them. The black tiles are stronger. They hide filth and grime and protect my secret. I take a deep breath and silently pray the white tile will forgive me for my error. I examine it carefully and find no signs of my blunder.

I sigh with relief and make my way down the hall. My eyes never leave the floor. I can’t afford to step on the white tiles again, so I focus on where I put my feet. I know when I get to the last door on the left because the last black tile is in front of it. This is the main reason I chose Dr. Lewinsky. The black tiles led me to him. 

I take another deep breath and smile to myself. Like I said, I’m intimately acquainted with this floor. Still, I double check to make sure the sign still said DOC LEWINSKY, the way I always do before knocking sharply on
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