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      My nose started bleeding the black stuff just after one o’clock, right in the middle of my whiskey break. Bad timing. I’d had six shots and I intended to drink two more before running back to work—and I sure as hell wanted to smell every hint of every underlying note in the poisoned drink that was destroying my brain cells. I intended to please as many senses as possible during the process of erasing myself from this existence.

      Save for me and the bartender, The Sweet Spot was empty. No surprise. Who the hell else would spend their lunch break in a bar tucked away in a Falls Church alley between streets clogged with nightclubs? A naturally tanned man in his early twenties decked out in a tight short-sleeve top and even tighter running capris wouldn’t raise Gerry’s eyebrows. He’d seen crazier attire at all hours, which was one of the reasons why I’d come. The other: He had two doubles waiting for me on the bar. This was my usual spot at my usual time. I’d strolled in and nodded a greeting; he’d just turned a shoulder, as if he didn’t want to acknowledge my presence. Couldn’t blame him. I shouldn’t be here. Not because it was the middle of a workday, but because the bar was about a twenty- to twenty-five-minute drive from where I worked.

      It had taken me about 4.4 seconds to run here, give or take a fraction. From Arlington to Falls Church. Could’ve done it in less time but, at this time of day on the route I took, I had to keep looking in multiple directions and readjusting to make sure I didn’t collide with anything. The nosebleeds were routine. Correction—they were becoming routine. I never used to get them at all. But after every short sprint in the past two weeks, I got a bleed. Never red or even dark red. Always black. Like tar.

      Gerry tossed a towel over his shoulder at me, again without looking. It fell limply on my head like a faulty parachute. Not a clean landing—but then again it was hardly a clean towel. Originally white, it now looked like zebra skin. I wasn’t fussy; my handkerchief looked worse.

      I cleaned up as best as I could, had one more shot, tossed some bills next to the empty glasses, then—once outside—shot off. No change. No goodbye.

      The polyester-spandex blend fabric felt great against my skin. When running at hyper, my clothes felt as if they were my skin. It had taken a long time to figure out the most comfortable attire in which to take my sprints, even longer to find quality shoes. Hell, it’d taken a long time for me to just come to grips with what I can do. After a year, I still haven’t figured out why, though I’m sure it had something to do with that damned graduation day. Serves me right for going to a small and privately funded “experimental” college.

      In the two weeks between graduation and my first day on my first job, things got fuzzy. My vision got blurrier. I started having a million thoughts at once. My body shook like I’d been injected with half a gallon of espresso. I’d tried to set up an appointment with any number of doctors, but the soonest anyone could see me was six weeks down the road. Having no insurance at the time helped a bunch; it was also the reason I didn’t bother with the ER. Northern Virginia hospitals were notorious for rolling insuranceless chumps out of the building and dumping them in the parking lot—or so I’d heard. One day, though, I just couldn’t take it anymore. The shakes got so bad and the thoughts so obstreperous that, in order to release some energy and clear my head, I felt I had no choice but to set out for a jog.

      I stepped out of my Arlington studio and checked my watch before pounding my sneakers on the pavement. The next ten seconds were a blur—then suddenly I found myself standing in Alexandria’s Waterfront Park, about ten miles from where I lived. I checked my watch after my vision cleared to find that only ten seconds had passed. My head was clear, my vision was crisp, and—far from wheezing or even breathing hard—my body felt like I imagined it would feel after an hour’s worth of Zen meditation.

      I had no idea what had happened. Today, a year later, I’m still clueless. But I’m still running.

      I stopped in the empty alley a block away from my office and walked the rest of the way—into the lobby, up ten flights of stairs, and into the locker room. I’d always found it funny that the law firm had a locker room but no workout room. Rumor was one of the partners decided at the last minute they didn’t want to pay for the equipment, so people just ended up using it to shower and freshen up. I peeled out of my running gear, shrugged on my business-casual wear—a light pink shirt and brown dress pants—and took my time getting back to my desk.

      No need for a shower, though I did need to clean my nose again. Funny thing about running: I never got sweaty. And near as I could tell, the people and things I passed never felt so much as a breeze. Damned funny.

      My word-processing station wasn’t the office’s biggest disaster site, but it was the most notorious. It couldn’t be helped. The work came in quickly, and since my cubicle wasn’t much bigger than a British telephone booth, the documents and requests seemed to pile up like snow in a blizzard. Given that overtime pay had been nixed, I wasn’t about to stay one second later than I needed to just to tidy up or get through nonurgent requests, but I continued to prove myself the firm’s best all-around processor anyway. I had better things to do, and I wasn’t being paid to be a neat freak.

      “Took you long enough.” Ricky Adebayo, my sometime cite-checking partner and oftentime pain in the ass, said from the station adjacent to mine. A portly, late twentysomething with a beard as natty as the hair on my scalp, he seemed always to have an appetite. He could only take his lunch break after me, so he got miffed when I took too long. Today, however, I had not.

      “I got back with twenty minutes to spare,” I said as I sat down. “You can take your usual seventy-five minutes and, for once, not have to lie about it. Go have a porterhouse.”

      “Not hungry today.” Ricky stood up and stretched. “Was just going to take a walk around the park. We’re not going to have many more seventy-degree days this year. And you know what that means in the hottie department.” He winked—though it wasn’t necessary. “Bare legs and tight shirts.”

      I sighed and lowered my eyes toward the tallest pile on the desk. The document on top was twenty-five pages. It needed to be read closely for sense. I could get through it in less than two minutes, assuming no more than three corrections per page.

      “Speaking of departments . . .” Ricky said. “Human Resources is looking for you.”

      I looked at him. He was smirking, as usual. As the better practical joker—Jaysen Ko—was still finishing up his vacation in the Catskills, maybe Ricky was trying to wear the temporary crown as king comedian—but I couldn’t figure out the punch line here. Hell, with Jaysen, I usually couldn’t until it was too late. This time I just decided not to react until I heard from a third party.

      “Have fun being skeevy. I hope it satiates and shuts you up till tomorrow.”

      Ricky coughed a laugh and left the area. I turned my attention back to my work. Before I could even read the first word, my phone rang. I winced at the name on the screen as I picked it up.

      “You’re finally back?” the voice asked.

      First Ricky, now Ms. Kriebel. Was my watch off? I checked my computer’s clock. I hadn’t been gone more than thirty minutes. All support staff got forty-five for lunch, but I wasn’t about to argue with the head of HR.

      “Back,” I said. “Is there an issue with my time records again?”

      “We need to see you. Could you come down to the office?”

      Fantastic.

      “Be right down.”

      I glanced toward the office of my department supervisor, McCarthy. Glass walls, glass desk, crystal decorations, and all sorts of translucent doodads and knickknacks—there was nothing in there for her to hide behind. She just wasn’t in. Could’ve taken a long lunch or—more likely, more cowardly—could’ve just not wanted to deal with whatever this issue was and kicked the ticking bomb into another office. The office of someone more specialized and senior. Being called down to Human Resources was like being called to the principal’s office. I was more familiar with the latter experience, having only been called down to HR twice before. Once when there was a problem with how I was recording my time, another when I’d arrived at the office late—no one had seemed to care about the five feet of snow that had fallen that morning.

      “Sit down, Mr. Naughtier.”

      I didn’t correct her pronunciation of my surname from NAH-tea-er to Nah-tea-AIR. After a year of it not taking, why bother? She wasn’t even looking at me.

      Ms. Kriebel wasn’t sitting at her overly ornate executive desk; she was standing by the window, peering through the blinds, probably taking a gander at the black cars and darker vans on the avenue below that, as of the past few weeks, seemed to be perpetually threading the streets in the downtown Arlington area; Pentagon stuff, I’d figured. Kriebel was a bird’s-nest blonde with the perpetually tortured expression of one who was slowly chewing on lemon skin and pretending to gradually learn to like it. I assumed she didn’t want me sitting on her imported leather couch, so I took the most uncomfortable seat in the room.

      “Is there a problem?”

      She glanced at me, then peered through the blinds once more before walking to her desk.

      “A few attorneys have some concerns about your recent work.” She sat in her mocha high-back swivel chair and made a show of opening the seven-inch-thick three-ring binder on the desk in front of her. “Specifically,” she droned, “about some of the things you’ve been writing in the margins of the documents you’re supposed to be proofreading.”

      “They’re just notes,” I said. “I’ve always done that. If something’s unclear or totally ungrammatical I write suggestions for making it clearer, more to the point.”

      “Like ‘Plug the logorrhea, stupid’? Or ‘Go back to third grade, dummy, and pay some damn attention this time’?”

      I straightened up. “Uh, I don’t ever recall writing—”

      Kriebel snapped open the binder rings—a sharp sound that effectively cut off my words—and removed a few pages. She held them out to me. “Your handwriting?”

      I stood, took them, and examined the scribbles. “Appears to be . . .”

      She removed a thicker stack of papers from the binder, this time with more celerity, and thrust them at me. “And how about these?”

      Sweaty palms and twitchy fingers made flipping through them a challenge, but I reviewed pages of what appeared to be Arabic, or Sanskrit, or maybe even alien script. I nodded, since it was my handwriting, but I didn’t recall ever writing it. Nor did I have any idea what it meant.

      “I don’t understand this,” was all I could say.

      My eyes wandered, noticed four more heavy black binders on her desk. Did they all have to do with me? I sat back down, my eyes falling on the scrolled details of the desk’s corner and legs. I pondered whether my drinking was catching up with me. But that just couldn’t be it. I never got drunk, not even tipsy.

      Kriebel seemed to regard me for a long time. I lifted my gaze to find her blue eyes giving me the icy treatment, as if it would make me crack and confess to an ulterior plot to sabotage the firm by scribbling insults and gibberish on a few documents.

      After a while, she said, “You know, under normal circumstances, such behavior would trigger immediate termination. But since so many of the attorneys speak so highly of your work—these few instances excepted—I’d like to offer you an alternative. Something that may help correct this behavior.”

      “Okay.” I assumed she was going to test me for drugs. I hoped she’d wait a few hours for me to piss the whiskey out of my system. “What did you have in mind?”

      She stood. “Follow me.”

      I did as instructed, not wanting to ask any more questions. My nervousness would make my words shaky and imply I was guilty of something even more serious than what they already knew.

      I followed her down a narrow hall, a solid wall of framed Smithsonian Magazine covers on one side and restrooms, a kitchen area, and the entrance to a quiet room on the other. We rounded a corner and began down a shorter passage, entering a section of the building I’d never had a need to visit before. We stopped in front of what I assumed was a partner’s office. After all, only they, Kriebel, and the office manager had corner offices.

      I looked at the nameplate next to the door: Karen Torres. Name sounded vaguely familiar, but it wasn’t someone I’d worked for before.

      I didn’t move as Kriebel stepped into the doorway and poked her head in, looking into every space and corner I couldn’t see. Finally, she turned to look at me. “You should go in and have a seat. She’s probably in the restroom—but she won’t mind you waiting in here.”

      Without a clear smile, frown, or another word, Kriebel stepped around me and turned back the way we’d come. I heaved my shoulders before stepping through the doorway. I moved fully into the office, but I didn’t sit down. My eyes roved over the stylish L-shaped desk, cushy chairs, even cushier sofa, and then over all the framed documents on the walls. I didn’t see any diplomas or certificates having to do with the legal profession—only psychology. Not liking the flavor of any of this, I turned to leave. A voluptuous woman stood in the doorway, blocking my exit.

      Both our mouths hung open, so I couldn’t tell which of us gasped louder when our eyes met. Her expression was anything but reserved. Her eyes seemed wide enough to view an entire ocean; her lips stretched far enough apart to gulp it all down. Her shoulder-length auburn hair with highlights that made it look like brownish fire, tupelo honey skin, and gray eyes behind hot pink cat-eye glasses were all more than enough to explain the expression on my face, which she seemed to be studying. I lowered my eyes slightly to get a load of the hot pink nail polish and formed the thought that they, along with her glasses, contrasted with her rather conservative tan pantsuit. Without heels, she would be about a head shorter than me, maybe five foot five, five six. This vision of beauty, I presumed, was Karen Torres, Nutcase Cracker.

      Her jaw finally loosened enough for her to breathe out a few coherent words. “I don’t believe this.” I supposed that was a traditional greeting for some.

      I just happened to be in the perfect mood to reciprocate. “Neither do I. Just because of a few inappropriate notes, people here think I’m crazy?”

      She shook her head as if someone had just told her her house had burned down. “I saw the name in the file, but I didn’t believe it was you. But the face is the same . . .”

      She still hadn’t moved a step since laying eyes on me, so I stepped forward, studying her face more closely. The eyes . . . Something about those gold-flecked, gray eyes.

      “We’ve met, right?”

      She slowly nodded. “Back in seventh grade. Before you committed suicide.”
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      I don’t know why I did it, but I asked the shrink out for a drink after work. I don’t know why she accepted. Maybe she needed it even more than I did.

      The awkward ten-minute session at work hadn’t been much use. After her comment about my alleged suicide and her subsequent stammering and slack-jawed gaping, I’d only reassured her that the mistakes wouldn’t happen again before getting up and returning to my desk. She called me later and stuttered something unintelligible. That’s when I asked her out.

      We went to a relatively quiet dive I knew just off Wilson Boulevard. Close enough to the office for her to remain in her comfort zone, but far enough away that it was unlikely any nosy coworkers—i.e., any of them—would see us. I got a booth for added assurance.

      It was only after her first dirty margarita that she calmed down enough to utter a coherent sentence.

      “I read your file.”

      “You said that earlier.”

      “No, earlier I’d only had time to look at the name on it. Kriebel only dropped off the file an hour before you came in.”

      I shrugged. “Okay, so you read it.”

      “And confirmed you are who you are.”

      “Yeah. Well, I could’ve told you I am who I am.” And they thought I was the one with mental problems?

      “You’re Sevin. Sevin-Octaven Naughtiér.”

      “Just ‘Sevin’ will do. I don’t much acknowledge ‘Octaven’ anymore.”

      “At the office, they call you ‘Blinky.’”

      I sighed. “One of the partners started it. Kind of a joke about how well I do my job. And speaking of jobs . . . what the hell does a law firm need with a psychologist?”

      “It’s not uncommon. A lot of schools in the area have them. Governmental offices and private companies, too.”

      “As common as janitors, huh?” After four double shots, the suppressed wiseass in me was surfacing.

      She cocked her head. “Yeah. We’re drawn to those with the most mental garbage.”

      I nudged my inner wiseass to stay down and keep quiet.

      “So, uh, how exactly do we know each other?”

      “Junior high,” she said. “Seventh grade.”

      “We were in classes together?” She certainly wasn’t a friend. It wouldn’t take any fingers to count the number of female friends I had back then.

      “Not exactly. But I noticed you in the halls.”

      “Oh? Falling on my face or punching someone in theirs?” I had quite the unique status that year, constant klutz and small-time bully. Probably explained the number of female friends. And male ones, for that matter.

      “You did stick out,” Karen said. “That’s another reason why the tragedy was so vivid. At least in my mind. My family moved around a lot, so I was only at the school for a few months, but I remember the news. It was big locally. There was even a school assembly to pay respects. Lots of tears.”

      I snorted. “I’ll bet.”

      “And confusion.”

      “That I believe.”

      “I mean, there always is when someone takes his own life. And when your mother did the same a week later—”

      I leaned back, held up my hands as if she were offering doo-doo on a stick. “Uh-uh, hold it. My mom died in a car accident right before I went to college. Believe me, she and I were both alive and kicking—sometimes each other—all through high school.”

      Karen looked at her glass and shook her head as if I’d told a joke with a weak punch line. “She left behind a note detailing how she’d abused you but still couldn’t stand the loss of her only child.”

      “Thunk wrong again, shrink. I had—have a sister. Don’t know where she is right now, but I damn sure am not an only child. Might’ve had a better upbringing if I had been.”

      “Or worse.” She finished off her second drink then tapped the glass. “Some onlyborn are spoiled; others get blamed for every calamity in the world.”

      “Well, I am taking responsibility for the calamity of your glass being empty.” As mine soon would be.

      I signaled the bartender. Unlike Gerry, this one was cheerfully attentive. In Gerry’s case, I was sure familiarity bred contempt. Or maybe he was just a grouch by nature. To be a successful bartender for a happy-hour crowd, however, one had to put on a happy face, even if the place wasn’t packed.

      Karen leaned back. “I think I’ve had enough.”

      “Suit yourself.” I threw more sign language the bartender’s way: Nothing for the lady, one more bourbon double shot for me, and bring the bill.

      “Do you mind if I ask you something?” she asked.

      “Why should I start now?” I downed the rest of my current drink. “Shoot.”

      She nodded at my empty glass. “How can you afford to spend so much on that stuff?”

      “What stuff?” I glanced down at my hand, still gripping the glass. “Drinks? I’m having a night out.”

      “From what I’ve read, you have quite a few of them per week. ‘Blinky’ my butt. They should call you ‘Whiskey.’ Or ‘Hopscotch.’”

      I rubbed the back of my neck, not sure how to respond. I had questions, sure, but running them out loud seemed like a bad idea. What exactly was in the file she’d been given? Was someone keeping tabs on me? Following me? Why?

      I tried to play it off. “I enjoy the nightlife, when I can get out and live it. From time to time, I work off hours.”

      “With no overtime?”

      “Some partners are very appreciative when I work off-schedule and do a good job.”

      Her lips contorted into a frown.

      I felt my cheeks flush. “I mean proofreading. Editing. Word processing. That’s it. Since there’s no overtime pay, they don’t mind slipping me a few bucks out of their own fat wallets, especially if I’m reading something important.”

      “I see . . .”

      As soon as I saw my drink land in front of me, I downed it in a finger’s snap. “Shall we call it a night?” I pulled out my own slim wallet, hinting at the correct answer.

      Karen steadily looked to her right, scanning the thinning crowd before inexplicably leaning in to whisper, “Don’t, uh, take this the wrong way. Do you mind if I come home with you?”

      There were at least three ways I could’ve taken that, all of them wrong. But maybe it was all the double-oaked Woodlands Preserves coursing through my system that caused me to quash my suspicions, soften my temperament, and say, “I’ll catch us a cab.”
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      Karen went straight to the bookshelves. I didn’t even have a chance to offer to take her coat or to make excuses for the clutter. Studio apartments got cluttered in minutes but for some reason took a full day to clean—at least that was my go-to excuse, ready at a moment’s notice.

      She did take off her pumps before traipsing over the cream-colored carpet, not that it mattered. It hadn’t been vacuumed in a week. She would’ve been wiser to leave them on as she deftly maneuvered around the mismatched furniture; most of it was whatever I could beg, borrow, or manage to haul away from college, bolstered by whatever necessities I could find at discount warehouses that delivered to my address. The bookshelves were no less dusty than anything else in the place, evidenced by Karen’s sneeze.

      As I tried to tidy up a bit behind her back, she ran her pinkie across the spine of every book, whispering the titles as if trying to commit them to memory. Then her finger happened upon something that fascinated her, or so I could tell by the way she snatched it off the shelf and turned to read it with widened eyes. I wasn’t sure why my leather-bound diploma from Castle College was such a big deal, or why she was reading it as if trying to find a secret message hidden in what little text was there.

      Just the latest bit of weirdness from this one. I shrugged and offered her a drink. She apparently didn’t hear me, so I pulled out a bottle from under the kitchen sink and helped myself to a shot of tequila. I was out of whiskey—the Kentucky, Scotch, and Irish versions. Thankfully, I wasn’t out of clean shot glasses.

      I estimated roughly two dozen dirty in the sink. They, and a week’s worth of accumulated dishes, were being steadily rinsed by the dripping faucet.

      “I can’t believe this.” She gazed at me with eyes wide and wild as I swallowed my third shot.

      “What? That I didn’t drink tequila in the bar to complement your margarita?”

      “That you went to Castle College.”

      “That’s no secret. I’m sure you read that in my file. Probably saw my résumé, too.”

      “I saw your résumé. It said you went to Dominion University.”

      “What?” I approached her, studying her face closely as I neared. This, all of this, all of her foolishness today had to be part of some kind of elaborate practical joke. “That’s bullshit. I wrote my résumé.” Had a professional touch it up, too—but I still saw the final product before applying for jobs.

      She shook her head slowly, like she’d been doing all day. It was getting on my damn nerves. “Castle College . . . it’s a fiction. The setting and subject of a narrative, dramatic poem written by a psychologist in the late twentieth century. I read all about it in school. The guy was committed.”

      I laughed. “Most of the people I went to college with should’ve joined him.”

      Karen closed the leather case and clutched the diploma to her chest. By the way it rose and fell, I could tell she was struggling with her breathing. She had a frightened look in her eyes. What’s more, I could tell the look was sincere. She wasn’t joking. This wasn’t some kind of bizarre game—unless it was some kind of bizarre game of seduction.

      “I-I don’t know what’s happening here,” she said in a quiet voice. “But I don’t mind telling you that it scares me. I want to stay close to you. I feel that I need to.”

      There was more evidence for the seduction theory. I needed to untangle myself from this, whatever it was, before it went too far. I glanced toward the front of the apartment, at the full-size mattress and box spring resting atop a metal bedframe, just feet away from the front door. My comforter and sheets were in the usual disarray of any bed that hadn’t been properly made in weeks.

      At the risk of spoiling a relatively clean reputation, I chanced a line: “I don’t have any clean sheets. And I don’t think after just meeting that we should—”

      “I’m not asking to spend the night.” Her voice crept away from quiet. “I’m just . . . There’s something weird going on.”

      “Eh”—I shrugged—“we’re on the same page there.” I tried to chuckle about it, but deep down I knew it wasn’t funny.

      “Maybe it’s you,” she said. “Maybe it’s me. But I’d like to see you, meet with you at least once a day until we figure it out, okay? Say maybe for lunch?”

      Lunchtime therapy. I’d been doing that in my own boozy way for a while now, though I guess for once it’d be nice to talk to someone other than myself. “Okay.” I tried to think of a good margarita bar within a five-block radius of the office as she gathered her handbag from the loveseat and headed for the door.

      “Want me to call you a cab?”

      “I can walk.” She lifted the swing bar, unlocked the deadbolt, and opened the door.

      “You sure?” I’d had Raoul, the maintenance man, install the swing bar for a reason.

      “Yeah, it’s no problem. I live three blocks down.”
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      I didn’t wake up to the usual sound of intermittent, irritating buzzing. My clock radio (going strong since my freshman year in college) had somehow shifted to the radio, so I woke up to the blaring, exciting news that a meteor had landed in the area. Sort of. During the night, many folks down in Stafford County had heard the impact, and the authorities had found the crater, but no one had found anything inside. No rock, no nothing. It was unlikely anyone could have made it to the site and carried the rock away before others arrived. Not because of its size—judging by the size of the crater, they estimated that the meteor was about the size of a bicycle—but simply because there just hadn’t been enough time between the sound of the impact and the moment the first responders arrived. Besides, it had landed in a rural area where a vehicle couldn’t help but leave tracks in the dirt. The cops didn’t find any tracks leading away from the site. It had to be some kind of hoax, or a case of some excited journalists or eyewitnesses getting their facts wrong and running with it. Or so I convinced myself during my thirty-minute bus ride.

      Sweat or no sweat, I never ran to work at the beginning of the day or from it at the end. People in the office were always hearing about one another’s commutes while complaining about their own, and more than a handful knew where I lived. It was too far for a normal person to jog, and I didn’t have a car. So I was stuck with the bus. Today, the most talkative passengers just had to share their personal conspiracy theories about the alleged meteor.

      It was no different at work, though the theories batted around the office were more detailed, if told less colorfully. I didn’t care about any of it. I intended to sit in my cubicle, keep my head down, just concentrate on my job—really concentrate by going slower than usual. I aimed to read and mark up roughly ten pages a minute, just to ensure I wouldn’t be hauled down to Karen’s office again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Happily, I didn’t see Karen until lunch. Unhappily, she chose the worst place. A salad shop. The drinks weren’t all healthy, but nothing on the menu had even a trace of alcohol. I ordered sparkling water and a spinach salad and asked for as much red wine vinaigrette as I could get without looking like a sociopath.

      Karen ordered a Cobb salad and a Diet Coke, slightly chilled. We ribbed each other about our respective drink choices and otherwise made small talk about the office until our food arrived. Karen then asked, “So, you heard what happened?”

      “Of course.” I was wondering when she’d bring it up. That damn phantom meteor again. “Everyone’s heard. In about a week they’ll figure out it was some bored farmers or some slick teenagers playing a prank. Or maybe something to do with the military.” I took up a spoonful of vinaigrette—sans vegetables—and swallowed it.

      She shook her head as she swallowed some egg and tomato. “Not the one in Stafford. There was another one. An hour ago, in Bowie.” She fished her smartphone out of her handbag and started fiddling with it. “Some guy recorded it. It’s all over the news. Here.”

      She handed me her phone, clicked on some video-sharing site where the recording had already been uploaded. From the looks of it, some guy had been filming the field while out walking his dog, complaining about how some “Jew company” was going to construct low-income housing “for Mexicans” there and thus bring down his property values. Then it hit. The guy had kept recording while he stumbled and cursed and his dog barked like mad; he even kept recording as he gathered the courage to walk up to the point of impact. He pointed his camera into the pit. It was empty.

      “Weird, right?” Karen said as she chewed lettuce.

      “Yeah, lot of weirdness going on this week,” I muttered as I watched the video again, this time in a different state of mind. I didn’t quite “get” what I could do, but I knew how to work it. The same ability that allowed my eyes and mind to coordinate and proofread documents at an obscene speed also allowed me to deconstruct recorded images. I watched the video again in real time but focused, slowed it down, paused, and rewound certain bits in my mind as necessary, absorbing it all as one piece on some conscious level.

      Something had definitely fallen from the sky and hit the ground . . . and it had bounced out again, shooting back up in a blur. I couldn’t believe it, so I watched the video a third time while Karen kept on jabbering about something. I concentrated even harder, dissecting the images even further before reconnecting them. The something that fell from the sky was a someone, a swarthy man wrapped in a mulberry-jam-colored blanket. A fraction of a second after impact, he flew off again, maybe as fast as I could run, with a smile on his face.

      Karen sighed with no slight exaggeration. “How many times do you need to see it?”

      “I’m done.” I handed her back her phone.

      “So . . .” she said in a low voice as she glanced to either side and then leaned in closer. “Is he anyone you know?”
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      On day one, I had spooked Karen. On day two, she seemed to be going all out to return the favor. I didn’t know what freaked me out more—the fact that she knew I could see deeper into the video than any normal human possibly could, or the fact that she had somehow done the same.

      At the table, I tried to keep a poker face as I finished my salad. I kept it up for a good five minutes as she peppered me with questions; could’ve gone longer if I’d had a shot or two of Master’s Mark, or if I’d been better at poker—but I eventually relented. I admitted I’d seen the guy, then we compared notes.

      Based on his face and skin color, which was a shade or two off from my sepia self, the “meteor” looked vaguely South Asian to me. Aside from that mulberry blanket, or cloak, there were no other hints of clothing; he’d definitely been barefoot. And though he flew off straight as a surfboard, he’d come in doubled over like a cannonball.

      “Now,” I said. “How did you see all that?”

      Karen took a long drink of her lukewarm Diet Coke and, after swallowing and a deep breath just to ensure nothing would get in the way as she avoided eye contact, she said, “That’s just how I saw it. Normally. No tricks.” She then looked at me. Directly at me. Through those pink cat-eye glasses, her gray eyes seemed to be studying mine, creeping me out just a tad. “It was only when I mentioned the guy to people in the office, and I realized that people who’d seen the video had no idea what I was talking about, that I knew something was off.”

      I didn’t know what to say. Except one thing: “Aren’t you kind of young to be doing what you’re doing? I mean, we’re both twenty-two, give or take a few months, right? How did you get to be a psychotherapist at a law firm when everyone else our age is support staff, a secretary, or a paralegal?”

      She looked more bored than offended at the question. “I have a PhD.”

      “Yeah, I noticed your diploma. Which brings us back to the same question.” It had been knocking around in the back of my head since I’d met her, but something about what I’d just learned about her own strange abilities knocked it to the front. I had to know.

      She lowered her eyes and began to push the remaining bits of tomato, avocado, and egg around her plate with her fork. “Well,” she sighed, “not to toot any horns or anything, but despite moving to a new school every few months, I was exceptionally smart. Always read ahead, did three times the amount of homework I was assigned, that sort of thing. Accelerated program after accelerated program . . . I think I just finally got tired of moving around so much that I did everything I could to graduate early and go to college. Once I got there . . .” She sighed again, then raised her chin, looked at me. “Well, old habits die hard.”

      “Accelerated program after accelerated program . . .”

      She nodded.

      “So, intellectually, you’re older than you look.”

      “Short version”—she raised her fork, laden with Cobb salad mush—“one of the partners wanted a psychotherapist on call during work hours. A cheap one. I fit the bill, got the job.”

      I could guess which partner would’ve appreciated her chiseled legs, ample bosom, heart-shaped face—and the fact that she was as young as they professionally come. Pervy Petey Shankar strikes again.

      Karen lowered her voice and her fork as she leaned forward. “I was up all night, Sevin-Octaven—”

      “Please don’t call me that.”

      “You really expect me to call you ‘Blinky’? With a straight face?”

      “Well, it would be nice to see you crack a smile at least once. You’ve been looking at me like I’m a ghost since we met.”

      She seemed to mull that over before resuming. “Whiskey . . . Whiskey Naughty—”

      I snorted a laugh. “Have it your way.”

      “Actually, I think we’re having it your way.”

      I cocked my head. “Come again?”

      “You didn’t die, even though I clearly remember otherwise. You went to college, one that only existed in the mind of a mad poet. And at pretty much the moment I met you, this meteor guy shows up out of nowhere.”

      “All good points,” I said. “But you’re forgetting one simple law.”

      She knitted her brows together. I did the same, trying to think of what the concept was called.

      I shrugged. “Well, I can’t remember the elegant name for it, but to keep it simple: You said you met me, but I say I met you. Who’s to say you’re not having it your way? That the root of all this strangeness couldn’t be plopped in your lap?”

      She smirked at this. It was actually the closest thing to a smile I’d seen so far. “Thought you might keep deflecting. So I stayed up all night”—she rummaged through her handbag again—“not only thinking about possibilities and probabilities, but also doing a little research. I found this . . . Here.” She yanked out a folded, yellowed piece of paper and thrust it toward me. I took, unfolded, and read it.

      It was a page ripped from my hometown newspaper in Kentucky, yellowed because it was so old. There were many articles on the page; the one Karen had circled focused on my suicide.

      “That newspaper hasn’t yet put its archives up on the web”—she darted her pinkie at me as she spoke—“so I had to drive some distance and find my way into a library I knew kept copies of old newspapers. Not on microfiche, microfilm, or any of that, but the real thing, going back twenty years. I wanted authenticity.”

      And she got it. I had to wonder what library anywhere within a reasonable driving distance would have copies of a newspaper from a town located closer to Indiana than Ohio. But no way she could fake this. Not overnight. I read the article three times, then looked at her. She beamed with a self-satisfied smile.

      Well, why not? What other psychologist, young or old, had ever proven a man’s death to him?
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      We said nothing more to each other until we left the salad shop and were heading back to the office. I, for one, didn’t think I could keep my voice low enough to say what I needed to say. I had to calm down. I needed to go for a run. But I couldn’t, not with Karen next to me. At the very least, though, I had to keep moving. A combination of periodic sprints and shots of spirits helped me keep control. I hadn’t been able to indulge in any of that today, so I walked fast, angrily. Impressively, for one in stilettos, she kept up.

      “What the hell’s going on?” I muttered.

      “You’re not dead. The world’s cracking up.” She said it so matter-of-factly.

      “The world?” I said. “Not just you and me?”

      “The guy in the film? The meteor?” Karen said. “I think he’s from another world. Or another dimension.”

      Damn, I really needed a shot. Or to walk faster. But we were just a few steps from the firm’s entrance. “And how exactly did you figure that out?”

      She stopped me and pulled me over to a nook where smokers liked to stand; thankfully there were none there at the moment.

      “That poem I was telling you about, the one where your alma mater figures so prominently? I haven’t read it, but I’ve read quite a bit about it. The story is too long and complex to summarize here, but let me just say—if I have things figured correctly—the appearance of this meteor guy is just the beginning. All sorts of enhanced beings are going to be showing up here soon.”

      “Why?”

      “World domination,” she said, without a trace of emotion. “And that’s just phase one.”
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      We didn’t get deep into phase two. I was needed back at my desk; Karen, back in her office. We both had real work to do; we weren’t paid to discuss literature or to philosophize. Anyway, in the elevator, Karen deadpanned that she’d no clue what phase two might be, just that there had to be one.

      I got back to my cubicle and took a few deep breaths. After almost a year of ingesting copious amounts of alcohol as part of my grand self-unmaking experiment, there’d been little change in the state of my mind or body. Yeah, I had great health insurance now, but there was no way I was going anywhere near a doctor’s office. We were in the Washington, DC, area after all—close to Congress, the Pentagon, the CIA—and I wasn’t ashamed to say I harbored a few conspiracy theories of my own. If anyone was going to use or abuse my body, it was going to be me. I knew enough at this point to know that my abilities had more to do with my mind than my body—with the no perspiration, and all that. It also had something to do with that college I went to. And that blackout event on graduation day. I’d give anything to reconnect with some old college buddies, or even enemies, to compare notes. But—as odd at the time as it was now in recollection—all the contact information I’d gathered prior to graduation day hadn’t seemed to be right afterward. The phone numbers had all been disconnected, and the emails I sent received automatic bounce-back messages with no useful information or just disappeared into the ether. After college, I was utterly alone. Thank heavens I had secured my job prior to graduation.

      But if I wanted to keep my secure job, I had work to do. I checked my email for any urgent assignments. Almost on cue, a high-priority message popped into my inbox. Straight from the Washington Post. I’d signed up for their email alerts about breaking news—and this one was shattering. Meteor man had apparently landed again. There were reports of a sonic boom somewhere in Loudoun County. Three times in one day, and I was already tired of this routine. I wanted to check out this latest impact site on my own.

      I quickly searched the net for any other reports and got an approximate location. I then checked in with my supervisor, told her I needed to swing by the pharmacy near my apartment to pick up a much-needed scrip before they closed, which was well
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