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For Jacki, August, and the (not so) little three. 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HINDSIGHT

Now. 

I am hurtling eight stories to the pavement.  
There's a bullet in my left shoulder and another chewing through 

my lung. I am going to die. And all that talk about your best memories 
skipping along in front of you like the windows of a city tram at the 
lunch rush, that's just bullshit. It's the stupid decisions you made that 
got you killed—that’s what goes through your mind in the second be-
fore you die. Take me, for example. No matter how hard I want to 
think about the good times, I keep coming back to the last three 
weeks, every detail of them in 9.5 Dolby surround sound and bright, 
fuckin' HD. 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One 

Three weeks ago. 
"You in?" Terry shouted over the dying sound of his core drill.  
Mine was still screaming away, spitting chunks of concrete back at 

me. I barely heard him. I took my finger off the trigger a few seconds 
later.  

"You in?" he asked again. I heard the muffled question through my 
headphones and turned to face him. Light came through a demolished 
wall to the right, catching the flecks of cement that clung to my safety 
glasses. I smudged them off with a gloved thumb.  

"Yeah, I'm through." 
"Alright, good. Let's finish this up and get the hell outta here. I'm 

starvin'." 
Terry flipped open a case on the ground and handed me a six-stick 

roll of dynamite. I pulled my glove off and took them, feeling the stiff 
cardboard settle into my hand. I pushed the blasting pin into the end 
of the center stick and slid the roll into the ten-inch hole I had just 
drilled out of a load-bearing column. We packed up the rest of our 
gear and fed the fuse out through the demolished wall and across the 
lot. Max was waiting for us. 

"You ladies done fuckin' around?" She yelled. Max was short for 
Maxine. Maxine Ingerich is the owner and CBO of Ingerich Construc-
tion. CBO stands for "Chief Bitch Operator," a title she was given a 
couple years back. Maxine kinda liked it. 

"Some of us have a life to get back to sometime today," she called 
out to us as we crossed the barricade and hooked the last of the fuses 
up to the detonator. Maxine didn't have a life. She'd inherited the 
company from her dad when she was twenty-five. He had died from a 
heart attack.  

!6



OWEN BANNER

"Too much red meat," the doctor had told him.  
"A man's gotta live before he dies," Milton Ingerich had replied.  
Somewhere up there, Milt is cutting into a prime rib and watching 

his only daughter follow in his footsteps, busting asses from sunup to 
sundown. The man must be proud. At least, that's what Maxine hopes. 
She's a forty-seven year old woman with hands as rough as a catcher's 
mitt and a face just about as leathery. I watched her lift her walkie to 
her lips and noticed the dirt caked under her worn down fingernails. 
Her brown hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail. Wrinkles had 
started to settle into her face around her eyes and mouth. She'd never 
gotten married. After Maxine had been born, her mom skipped town 
and never came back. Milt raised her by himself on the construction 
yard. She knew our jobs better than any of us by the time she was six-
teen.  

Now Maxine runs the fifth largest construction and demolition 
crew on the Northeastern seaboard, headquartered in Camden, New 
Jersey—where I lived before this whole mess started. It's not that 
Maxine couldn't have sold the company. She'd had offers, plenty of 
them. She just couldn't bear the thought of someone else running the 
company her dad had built from the ground up. She's on the yard with 
us every job, every day, even though she could have hired someone to 
take charge. She likes to play the part of the typical whip-crackin’ 
foreman, but we all know it's just an act—well, mostly. 

Some days the CBO thing isn't an act. That Thursday was one of 
those days. The building we were demoing was in Newark: the 
Friedman Crest Tower, a financial center that bogged down halfway 
through construction in the eighties and never got finished. The Alt-
man Group had gone bankrupt and a local bank had taken it. Around 
2009, the bank closed up shop and the city bought the land. Now they 
wanted it cleared for a new Public Works office or a park or a wild 
chipmunk preserve or some other waste of money. The city had 
screwed Maxine over three times on the contract for it, forcing Max to 
drop her price by a million and a half. She just had to take it, the 
economy being in the dumps as it was and Hurricane Sandy jobs ei-
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ther cleaned up or contracted out to someone else. There just isn't 
much work going around. She was taking it out on us that day. 

Not that I’m complaining. I was lucky to have a job at all. When 
Terry told Maxine that he had a friend who’d just gotten out of prison 
and was looking for work, I'm sure she wasn't all that excited. She 
hired me though, with an expression that read, "One wrong step and 
you're out the door."  

I figured she had a thing for me. She had no problem giving me 
sideways glances when I walked past. Then there was the time we all 
went down to a bar the week before Christmas. She'd had a little too 
much to drink and came crashing through the bathroom door after me. 
I barely escaped with my life, much less my jockeys.  

Anyway, Max was tough, but not all the way through. She'd just 
spent her whole life in the yard and missed out on her chance to be a 
girl, somebody's woman and, maybe, somebody's wife. 

She slapped me on the ass as I walked by.  
Terry laughed. 
"Everyone's clear," came the crackling voice through the walkie. 
"Clear!" Maxine yelled out. 
The siren started. 
Maxine dropped the walkie to her side and called over the siren, 

"Shirley, Terry, take a walk around the perimeter. Shirley, you go left. 
Terry, take right." 

A pretty good-sized crowd had gathered behind the barricade. You 
wouldn't believe the kind of fanatics we got at those things. A couple 
of weeks before, I had to pull three guys off the chain link fence that 
separated the yard from the street. Some people just love to feel the 
rush as the world collapses around them. That's fine and all, but I 
don't know what's so hard about stepping back another ten yards. I 
mean it's not Niagara Falls people. When a building implodes, you 
don't get a refreshing spray of water. You get chunks of rock and rebar 
screaming at you like javelins. Moths to a flame, I guess. 

!8



OWEN BANNER

I had just rounded the corner on the far side of the lot from Maxine 
when I saw a pushed-out place in the chain link fence. I picked up the 
pace. When I stepped through the fence and past the flapping green 
tarp that covered it, I caught sight of him. The guy looked like a high 
school math teacher: a plaid, short-sleeved collared shirt tucked into 
his khaki slacks. Brown tennis shoes ended the outfit. His hair was 
thinning on top, and the back of his shirt was already coated in sweat. 
He had a handy cam strapped to his wrist and was lifting it up toward 
the building when he saw me over his shoulder.  

"Hey!" I yelled. 
His body jerked, and then he bolted, flailing his arms as he huffed 

to the far end of the lot. 
I reached for my walkie to signal Max, but my hand just landed on 

my ass. I checked the entire rim of my jeans while the guy chugged 
away—nothing. I must have left it back at the control box. Then the 
siren's tempo double-timed. 

"Shit," I said. "Hey! Get outta here!" I tore off towards the math 
teacher, waving my arms. 

The siren grew faster, louder, with each step. A high-pitched beep-
ing picked up alongside it. I had ten seconds. 

I drove my legs under me, pounding the bare dirt. 
"Get the hell outta here!" I yelled again. 
The guy hit the far corner, where there was a pile of rubble and a 

dumpster. There was no exit. He was trapped. His eyes bulged. His 
mouth stretched, but not because he was about to become a human 
game of Kerplunk. It was because he got caught. His secret obsession 
was found out, and now he was being chased down by a tough look-
ing, Irish Jersey boy who was gonna beat the shit out of him. 

He latched himself onto the fence and climbed. The first blast went 
off on the far side, deafeningly loud. Missing his foothold, he slipped 
and clung with one hand. The ground shook as the rest of the explo-
sions blasted off in sequence. I crashed into the bastard, bouncing 
both of us off the fence. His hand yanked free, and I grabbed him by 
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the collar of his sweaty plaid shirt, whipping him around towards the 
dumpster behind us. He slammed into it with a yelp. I covered my 
ears and launched myself at him as the bottom three floors blew out, 
shooting debris over my head.  

The explosion rippled through my body as I hit the old guy on the 
dumpster. Clouds of dust rolled over us. Bits of the broken building 
clanged off the dumpster. I could hear him screaming hysterically and 
squirming underneath me. The rumbling continued for a few more 
seconds, even though it felt like thirty minutes had passed before the 
ground stopped shaking. I pried my hands off my ears and lifted my 
shirt up over my nose so I could breath. The dust kept me from seeing 
anything, even the math teacher under me. He had stopped moving. I 
hoped to God he hadn't had a heart attack.  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Two

"Shirley O'Shea, everybody!" Herb announced as he pushed 
through The Lazy Susan's door, catching sight of me at the bar.  

That's my name, by the way, Shirley O'Shea. I know, you laugh. 
My dad told me there was some great warrior in my family back in 
the Middle Ages named Shirley. He freed his people from a tyrant, 
wrote some kick-ass poetry, and then was stoned to death by the same 
people he saved—probably because he was named Shirley, poor bas-
tard.  

That curse has followed me all of my life. Roll call on the first day 
of school was the worst. I never even had a chance. I'd spend three 
minutes trying to talk to the pretty girl sitting in front of me. "Hi, my 
name is Lee. Do you like Transformers?" Then, the teacher would call 
out, "Shirley O'Shea?" and it was all over. It didn't help that I was a 
scrawny kid with freckles and reddish-blonde hair. "Girlie Shirley", 
"Shirley Shortcakes", "Little Shirley Temple", the names went on and 
on.  

I stopped trying to win people over at around the fifth grade. I 
turned my attention to fighting. If you've got a name like mine, you 
better learn to talk with your fists. I bulked up and grew out of the 
freckles, which helped with the teasing. I bloodied a few noses, got 
my parents called into the principal's office, which also helped. I 
learned to accept the name. If anyone gave me shit, I gave them a 
black eye. They stopped giving me shit. Fighting led to the military, 
then to prison—but I don't want to get into that right now. 

"Shirley O'Shea!" Herb clapped me on the back. A puff of dust 
went up off my shirt. "The man of the hour! Ladies, single file, please. 
I'll be taking your numbers for our hero here." He sat down beside 
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me. "You look like shit, man. You didn't even bother to take a 
shower?" 

"I needed a drink." 
"Well, you look better than the other guy." 
"Oh yeah? How's the thrill-seeker doing?" 
Pete and Terry, who'd come in behind Herb, sat down on the stools 

beside him. "Still in the hospital," Terry said, his thick, grey mustache 
twitching with the words. "The blast blew out his eardrums. They say 
he's got a concussion from when you threw him against the dumpster, 
as well a couple broken bones." 

Pete waved for the Marco, the bartender and owner of the place. 
I smiled. 
Herb started to laugh, "You really did a number on this guy. 

They're resetting his leg, his collar and his arm. What'd he say some-
thing about your..." his laughter died out. Terry looked over his shoul-
der at me.  

"Sorry. I wasn't thinking." 
"Don't worry 'bout it, Herb. I know you didn't mean anything." 
I actually wasn’t really paying much attention to Herb. I felt some-

thing burning into the back of my neck, something like a hot cigarette. 
You know how it is when somebody's just staring at you from across 
the room. They haven't said nothing, they haven't made any noise, but 
you can feel their eyes on you. I turned around and squinted to see 
through the smoky room. Herb kept talking, but I lost his voice in the 
words of Bon Jovi playing over the bar’s speakers. My eyes scanned 
the regulars: average joes coming in from the auto shop, the construc-
tion yard and the Wal-Mart. I spotted an old guy wearing a grey suit in 
the back corner booth. He had on a fedora and was smoking a pipe. 
One of these things is not like the other, I thought. 

"Whatcha doin' this weekend, Shirley?" the sound of Pete's voice 
pulled my attention back to the bar. Pete was in his late twenties with 
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a young wife and a little girl. He had dark brown hair and eyes that 
looked like they were always waiting for the answer to some question. 

"I'm only asking, cause, you know, me, Herb and a couple of the 
guys, we were wanting to go down to Atlantic City. Take Monday off 
and make a long weekend out of it. Get us some time away from the 
wives and kids. Thought you might want to come along" 

"That sounds good, Pete," I replied, "I just gotta make sure that I 
can manage the time off, you know? Got bills to pay and all." 

"Yeah, about that," Pete gave me a pained look. 
"What?" I turned towards him. 
"Well, that guy in the hospital, he says he's gonna sue the 

company." 
"That's bullshit." 
"Yeah, I know it is. Max doesn't think he'll get anywhere with it 

either, but, just in case...she told me to tell you to take a couple weeks 
off. You're still gonna get paid. She's just calling in your vacation 
time." 

"Are you kidding me?" I looked at Terry, sure that this was some 
kind of joke. He just frowned and shook his head. 

"You're coming back for sure," Herb took over. "She just wants to 
make sure if it does go to court, she can tell them that she already put 
the smack down on you." 

"That asshole had it comin’," I couldn't believe it. 
"We all know that." 
"I saved his friggin' life." 
"Trust me," Herb said, "nobody enjoyed the story of that more than 

Max. She almost fell out of her chair laughing when we told her how 
you'd thrown the old guy against the dumpster and then body-
slammed him yourself. She just thinks it'd look better on the company 
if you weren't around when it went to court, and that you earned some 
time off anyway." He knew I couldn't do anything about it. He let that 
fact sink in. "So, whadya say? Atlantic City with the boys? Get a little 
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fresh air, meet some ladies, maybe see a fight—you’ll be thanking 
us." 

"I don't know," I said. I didn't feel like partying at that moment. 
"I'll tell you tomorrow." 

Herb was a good friend. He wasn't too bright, but he was a good 
friend. I wish I had said, "Yes." Then I might not be in this mess. 

I finished up a few more drinks with the guys and turned around 
just to see if I needed to deal with any unfinished business. The old 
man was gone, but I had a feeling I'd see him again before the night 
was over.  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Three

I left the bar and stopped off at my place on Royden Street to 
shower and pick up Shamis: the friendliest, most energetic setter 
you’ve ever met.  

We took the 400 down to Mt. Ephraim and jogged on over to my 
Aunt Winnie’s place for dinner. It was a thin, two story house with 
yellow siding out front and enough porch for a small swing. I'd put 
the swing in for her a couple Christmases ago. The paint was already 
chipping on it. Need to give that another coat, I thought to myself as 
Shamis and I took the stairs onto the porch. 

Shamis pawed at the door, whimpering. The moment Aunt Winnie 
opened it up, he was on her like a Navy boy on shore leave. 

"Down Shamis," she said lightly. Her dark curls bobbed around her 
shoulders. Her body had started showing her age, but when she 
laughed she still looked like her sister, my mom. 

Winnie had taken my younger sister, Haley, in after my grandfather 
had died a few years back. People have a bad habit of dying too soon 
in my family. Both my parents had died when Haley and I were kids. 
We went to live with my grandparents in Elizabeth, up close to 
Newark. I don't know if it was the stress of taking care of two kids at 
her age, but my grandmother died a year later—just gave up living. Pa 
wasn't the same after that. I left home in my senior year of high school 
and went off to join the army, hoping to make something of myself. 
Then, eight years later, a week after I'd gotten locked up, my Pa died
—killed himself. Haley was seventeen. Winnie took her in. Haley's 
going to college now, and I'm on my own, but we still get together 
every other weekend for dinner.  
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Shamis almost barreled over Winnie when he saw Haley coming 
out of the kitchen. The light of the lamp behind her head caught her 
blonde hair, making it look like a shower of sparks coming off a steel 
saw. 

"Shamis!" she yelled, dropping to her knees.  
The shaggy Irish setter knocked over an end table and tackled Ha-

ley to the ground. Winnie didn't flinch. She just picked up the end ta-
ble and the picture of an old farm that had been sitting on top of it. 
Haley wrestled Shamis onto the rug, laughing as he licked at her face. 

"Guess I'll just let myself in," I mumbled. 
"Oh, come on Shirley," Aunt Winnie pouched her lips mockingly 

and gave me a tight hug. 
"You know you bring it on yourself, Shirley," Haley said from over 

Aunt Winnie's shoulder, "How can you expect any attention when you 
walk into a room with a handsome guy like Shamis." She turned to 
the dog, "A guy just can't compete with this mug, can he? Or this fur-
ry tail?" She patted him on the back. His tail swished.  

"So that's what it is, huh?" I walked into the living room. Haley got 
to her feet. She was barefoot, wearing a pair of tight jeans and a Tem-
ple hoodie that was eight sizes too large. She gave me a hug. The 
sweatshirt smelled like men's cologne. 

"You know, if you're into guys with hairy asses, I got a couple of 
fellas down at the yard I could introduce you to." 

She pushed off me and gave me a punch to the arm. It was a good 
hit for a girl her size. She smiled, "Good to see you." 

"Same here," I said, "but we have to work on that jab if you're 
gonna start dating douchebag frat boys." I flipped the hood over her 
face and spun her around. She crouched low and stood with a light tap 
of her fist to my chin. 

"Nice move," I said. 
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"Thanks," she grinned, her hair hanging down over her face from 
the hood. She pushed it back. I threw my arm over her shoulder, and 
we walked to the kitchen. 

"He's just a friend," she said, her tone a little more serious.  
With how much life had changed in the last few years, she was still 

my little sister. I was gonna protect her. She knew that much. I 
couldn't blame her for being cautious with me, though, after what I'd 
done to her first college boyfriend. 

"Yeah, sure," I replied, "just a friend. Don't worry about me, 
Haley."  

We stepped into the warmth of the kitchen. 
__ 

"So, Shirley, anything exciting happen at work today?" Aunt Win-
nie dropped a boiled potato onto my plate. I thought back to the blast. 
My ears were still ringing. That and I had a rock in my gut at being 
benched for a couple weeks. 

"No, not really." No point in upsetting either of them. They already 
worried about me too much. 

"Wait a second," Haley said, "weren't you demolishing that old fi-
nancial building in Newark today?" 

"Yeah." 
"Well, tell us about it," Winnie jumped in. 
"Not much to say, really. We all had a blast and then everything fell 

apart." 
Aunt Winnie laughed. 
Haley rolled her eyes. "God, Shirley, you're even worse than Pa 

was." 
I gave her a smug grin. 

!17



HINDSIGHT

"Well, just as long as you came back with all your fingers and 
toes," Winnie reached across the table to touch my hand. "Really, 
Shirley, I wish you could find another job." 

"Well, it's not like my resume screams, 'hire me!'. Who else is go-
ing to give me a job? I'm lucky to have this one." 

Truth was, I liked working at the yard. Construction gave me a 
chance to build stuff. I mean, you gotta love the feeling of looking up 
at a thirty-story building and saying, "I made that—at least part of it.” 
And the demo jobs. Well, that just gave me a chance to be a kid again. 
Every boy loves jamming a firecracker in a Lego house and running 
for cover. I just got paid to do it. 

"How bout you, Haley?" I said with a mouthful of green bean 
casserole. "You got any 'one', I mean, 'thing' new you want to tell us 
about?" I pointed the back end of my spoon at her hoodie, "Like, 
maybe, where you bought that sweatshirt?" 

Haley glared playfully. 
"Yes, tell us, Haley." 
"I'm just asking 'cause I might want to get my hands on one of 

those. You know, take a trip up to Temple, see what else they got." I 
don't know what I was thinking. 

Her glare dropped its playfulness. "Shirley, don't." 
"What?" I tried to play it off. 
"You know." 
"Know what? I just want a sweatshirt." 
"Can you just not?" 
"I don't know what you're talking about. I'm just kinda chilly. Are 

you chilly Aunt Winnie?" 
"I am feeling a draft," Winnie said. She got up to shut the window. 
"I'm chilly. I think I outta go out tonight and get me a couple Tem-

ple sweatshirts." 
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I dropped my fork and knife into the plate and pushed back from 
the table. 

"Shirley." 
"Okay, Shirley, that's enough." 
"Alright, alright," I sat back down and picked up my fork. There 

was silence as we sawed into our pork chops. 
Then, when I couldn't hold back any longer, I looked up at Haley. 

"I really like that cologne,” I said. “Do they sell that too?" 
"Oh, come on!" Haley yelled, throwing a balled up napkin at me. 

__ 

After dinner, Haley took Shamis out back to run around in my 
Aunt's eight by fourteen foot yard. I helped clean up. 

"She says he's a good fella," Winnie said, rolling the leftover pota-
toes into a red-lidded Tupperware. 

"Why hasn't she brought him around?" 
"I think you know the answer to that question," she nudged me 

with her elbow on her way to the fridge. I gathered up the cups, plates 
and napkins. 

"Doesn't matter," I dropped the dishes into the boiling water she'd 
poured into the sink. A spatter of it landed on the back of my hand. 
"Shhhhhit," I trailed off into a whisper as I shook out my hand. 

"Burn yourself?" 
"Yeah. Haley, doesn't need any distractions screwing up her life 

right now." 
Winnie was at the freezer digging out a bag of peas. 
"Aunt Winnie, really, don't worry about it." 
"I got it, keep going." 
"She's just twenty years old. If she's really going to be a nurse," 
“Twenty-one.” 
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“Twenty-one years old. If she’s really going to...” 
"Sorry, I'm out of peas. Carrots?" 
"What's the difference?" 
"Tradition, I guess," she put her hand on her hip and looked at me 

with a don't push it, bucko grin. 
"Are they cold?" 
"Yep." 
"Good enough for me." 
She tossed me the bag. Ice sprinkled onto my arm as I caught it. 
"She needs to keep her head down, stay focused on her studies." 
"Speaking of which," Winnie said, turning on her heel to pull two 

envelopes out of a nearby drawer. She handed me the bottom one. 
"Haley's tuition bill came in." 
I sat back down at the table, taking the letter from her hand. The 

top of it was already torn open. As I pulled out the crisp white paper, I 
had the feeling I used to have as a kid twisting the lever on a jack-in-
the-box. 

There's that sickening knot in your stomach that tells you, "Stop 
turning the wheel and just put the damn box down." Then there's that 
other part of you that can't resist finding out what's inside. That's the 
part that usually wins out. Why do we give kids toys that are just 
gonna scare the shit out of them anyway? What do we hope they're 
gonna learn from that? 

I unfolded the letter and ran my finger down the right column. 
"Damn," I said under my breath. Winnie looked at me sympathetically 
over the top of the bill. "This can't be right. Is this right?" Winnie's 
face looked like she was squeezing a lemon with her mouth. "This 
thing just keeps going up." 

"It's her lab fee this year." She let me take in the numbers at the 
bottom, giving me time to try and figure out how I was going to 
scrape together enough cash to cover this one. "Haley is focused, 
Shirley. She knows how much you want this for her." 
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"I know." 
"I could talk to her about picking up a few more hours at the diner 

or maybe finding a full-time job." 
"No. I don't want her worrying about money." I laid the folded up 

piece of paper on top of the table and looked at Winnie. I noticed 
something else behind the weak smile she was giving me. "What is 
it?" I asked.  

Her eyes welled up.  
"Winnie, what's going on?" 
She looked down before the tears started flowing. "I've been feel-

ing weak lately, Shirley." 
"Weak like, how?" 
"I didn't think anything of it. Just thought I wasn't getting enough 

iron in my system, but last week I...I fainted while I was out getting 
groceries. The manager called the ambulance, and they came and got 
me. I wasn't out for long, mind you, but they kept me at the hospital 
overnight." 

"Aunt Winnie, why didn't you tell me?" 
"Why didn't you tell me about that explosion today?" 
That stung a little. 
"How-" I started. 
"It was on the news. Local news, so Haley didn't see anything 

about it, but still... Shirley, I know you're doing what you can for Ha-
ley, but you're not going to be any good to her if you get yourself 
killed." 

"Let's come back to that after you tell me why you were in the 
hospital." 

She had stopped tearing up and started getting that motherly tone 
in her voice. When I said that last bit, I took the wind out of her sails. 
I felt bad—shouldn’t have said it that way. She wasn't used to being 
the one who needed help. She looked lost, empty, brittle. Her eyes 
fell. 
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"Winnie, what did the doctor say?" 
She pushed the other envelope in her hand across the table at me. It 

was stained with a few drops of grease. 
"This came today?" 
She nodded. I knew she was out of words. I didn't push her. I un-

folded the letter. This one was more wrinkled than the last. I could see 
where her thumbs had gripped the edges of it. 

I scanned the formal doctor-speak, looking for the diagnosis. It was 
that jack-in-the-box again. I knew why Winnie hadn't told us any-
thing, hadn't even bothered to get a check up. Sometimes you think if 
you just don't know about it, stop turning the wheel and put the box 
back under the bed, then you can keep that evil little clown out of 
your life. But you can't. Sooner or later that latch is going to come off. 
Some nasty little surprises can't be ignored. Aortic Valve Stenosis is 
one of those. 

A few other terms jumped out: “life threatening”, “risk of conges-
tive heart failure”, “immediate treatment”, “aortic valve replacement 
surgery”. The words were hammered onto the page. Each one was 
like a punch to the gut. 

"What the fu-a letter?" I vomited up the words. Aunt Winnie's ex-
pression was blank. "Who the hell is this guy?" Winnie didn't respond. 
She just leaned forward on her elbows and slumped down. "We gotta 
get you another doctor, Winnie. This guy is an asshole." 

"It won't matter, Shirley," the words whispered through her lips. "I 
can't afford the treatment. And before you start, I know you can't ei-
ther." 

"Hey," I reached across the maple-stained tabletop, "listen, I'm 
gonna get you whatever you need, okay? We're gonna get through 
this." 

"Shirley, you can't." 
"I will." 
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"You've got enough on your plate already. I can't have you taking 
this on." 

"You let me worry about that, okay? Okay?" I had to repeat myself 
to get a response out of her. I caught her eyes with mine and dragged 
them off the table. 

"Okay, Shirley." 
"Start making calls tomorrow. Find a doctor that's gonna take care 

of you. I don't want you getting any more letters, okay?" 
"Okay, Shirley. Thanks." She patted my hand. Some light was 

coming back into her eyes. She smiled. 
"Would you like some apple turnovers?" She wasn't going to wait 

for me to answer. She pushed her chair back and walked over to the 
microwave. 

"Sure." 
The microwave sprung, opening up on a plate of pastries. 
"Winnie," 
She turned to face me. 
"Everything's going to be fine," I lied. 
"I know, Shirley," she was lying too. "You want one or two? What 

am I thinking? Four or six?" 
I laughed, "I'll take five." 
The back door burst open with a crazy-haired Haley and Shamis 

panting in behind her. 
"Shirley, I think Shamis wants to spend the weekend with me," Ha-

ley said, out of breath. "He says you don't take him out enough and 
he's gaining some weight. He's worried about losing his edge with the 
ladies. Ooh, turnovers." She picked one off the plate Aunt Winnie was 
carrying over towards me. Winnie set it down and Shamis sat in front 
of me. 
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"Oh, sure, now you're my friend. What about your edge with the 
ladies?" The smell of apple, cinnamon, and that sweet, flaky crust was 
so good I couldn't blame him. 

"Whadya say, Shirley?" Haley asked. 
"Is that what you want, buddy?" I looked at the dog. He sniffed the 

air, tongue wobbling out of his mouth. 
"Judas," I handed him a little crust. 
He licked it off my hand eagerly. The turnover melted in my mouth 

with the taste of cinnamon and brown sugar.  
That was the last meal I had with my family. If I'd have known, I 

would have stayed a little longer. I would have had a few more 
turnovers, maybe even crammed some in my pockets before I left. 
Instead, I kissed my Aunt on the cheek, ruffled up my dog's fur and 
hugged my little sister goodbye. Then I went home alone, but not for 
long.  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Four

I turned around and locked the door to my ground floor apartment. 
Clachink, clachank. 

A light rain had picked up on the way back to my place from Win-
nie's. I shook out my jacket and hung it on the Louisville Slugger that 
I kept by the door. The guys and I played on a company team every 
weekend: The Ingerich Wrecking Crew. Seeing the bat and my glove 
reminded me about Herb's offer, about taking a trip down to the shore 
with them. I still didn't feel like going, but I wondered what we were 
gonna do about Saturday's game. We had been doing well in the 
league. Pete was a pretty good pitcher. Herb sucked at about every 
position, so throughout the game we rotated him to where he'd see the 
least amount of action. Terry made up for Herb, though. The man was 
a wall. He held first base like it was his own private castle. I played 
catcher. I never minded getting roughed up a little. That and I could 
read the field pretty well, size players up, and tell Pete what kind of 
pitch would send a batter walking back to the dugout shaking his 
head.  

Tossing my keys on the table, I pulled a beer out of the fridge and 
walked into the living room. The apartment was the size of two shoe-
boxes laid beside each other, so it wasn't a long trip. I walked over the 
grey shag carpet and sat down on a recliner I’d bought at a garage sale 
three months before. My ass sunk into the worn out green leather 
while my hand found the lever and kicked up my legs. I rubbed my 
eyes, thinking about Winnie. 

I hadn't even realized I'd fallen asleep until a knock at the door rus-
tled me out of it. The clock on the DVD player flashed 1:34 a.m. in 
blue. I eased my way out of the recliner, trying not to make any noise. 
Better not be a damn girl scout, I thought. One of my neighbors had a 
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nine-year-old daughter named Debbie who was a girl scout. It was 
cookie-selling season and she must have been going for some kind of 
record, because every day for the past month she had been waiting 
outside my door when I came home from work. Sucker that I am, I 
had probably put her in the girl-scout hall of fame all by myself. I 
could go for a box of Samoas right now, I thought as I walked to the 
door.  

I didn't live in the best part of town, and Camden isn't exactly the 
Hamptons. It's not even Newark for that matter. That was the other 
reason I kept the Slugger by the door. I gripped the worn-out, taped-
up handle, then reached to twist the padlocks. Clachank, clachink. I 
cracked the door, but left the chain in place. Three men stood against 
the rain and the lamplights of the street. The middle one, I recognized. 
He was the old man from the corner booth back at the Lazy Susan. He 
spoke with an Irish accent. 

"Lovely evening isn't it, Mr. O’Shea. Might we come in?" 
"You can stay right where you're at, and tell me what you're here 

for." 
"I knew your grandfather growing up. We were good friends. I re-

cently found out about you and your family, and I wanted to offer you 
a little help." 

"Help?" I replied, "I don't need your help." I started to shut the 
door, but one of the guys' hands caught it. He was a big guy with a 
messed up face. 

The old guy spoke, "Mr. O'Shea, wait. We just want to help. I 
could have asked your sister, or your Aunt Winnie, but I wanted to ask 
you first." 

"Look, you leave my sister and my aunt out of this. I don't want to 
even hear that they've seen you across the street. You stay as far away 
from them as you can." 

"I'm sorry, Mr. O'Shea, I didn't mean to offend you. This is my 
number.” He held out a piece of paper with his name and a phone 
number scribbled onto it.  
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"My name is Isaac. I'm going to leave this briefcase right here, and 
we're going to go now. If you change your mind, you can call me." 

I shut the door in his face. I stood there a minute with the bat in my 
hand, waiting for them to come busting through the windows. Ten 
minutes went by, then fifteen. I gave up waiting and sat back down in 
my chair, letting the bat drop to the side. I tried to relax. Thirty min-
utes later, I couldn't do anything but think about what was sitting out-
side my door, so I got back up. My thumb slid the chain out of its 
track, and I stepped outside. The small red leather briefcase was still 
sitting on the step. I looked around the corner. Nobody was there, just 
rain hitting the street. I reached down. My hand grabbed hold of the 
smooth, cold wet leather handle. 

I took the briefcase and the piece of paper on top of it. It flapped 
against my kitchen countertop as I laid it down. I opened the fridge 
and grabbed a beer and a half-empty box of Samoas I still had from 
the last time Debbie came around. I set them on the counter. Cram-
ming a cookie in my mouth, I stared at the briefcase. Finally, I took a 
swig of beer and grabbed hold of one cold zipper. It slid, slow and 
smooth, around the case. For a second, I sat there. Then I flipped it 
open.  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Five

I, nervously, thumbed the coins in my left hand as I made my way 
down the sidewalk towards the payphone.  

In my right hand, I flipped over the piece of paper that I'd pulled 
off the suitcase the night before. I had been flipping over the whole 
idea of this thing since waking up that morning. 

As the coins bounced around like pinballs inside the payphone, I 
asked myself, Shirley, what are you doing? 

I couldn't come up with a straight answer. Money, that's all I could 
think of. There was money in that briefcase. This guy, Isaac, had it, I 
needed it, and money can make you do some crazy things. 

"This is Isaac," came the voice on the other end. 
"I wanna know what's goin' on." 
"Ah, Mr. O'Shea, I was hopin' you'd call. I take it that you opened 

the briefcase. You didn't open the package, did you?" 
"No." 
"That's a good lad." 
That wasn't exactly true. You see, I had found a package inside the 

briefcase, wrapped in brown paper. The paper read, “Mr. Lyndon 
James McAfee, 7 South Juniper Street, Philadelphia, PA, 19107.” I 
scratched the bottom of it just to see what was inside. Nothin’ but an 
old watch box, but damn, it was heavy for a watch. 

"I'll tell you what, Shirley. There's a grand Chinese restaurant 
called 'The Beijing Duck' just off of Market Street in Philadelphia. 
Why don't you meet me there tomorrow at eleven o'clock in the morn-
ing?" 

"You better bring some answers." 
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"I will, and I'll see you then, Shirley." 
I pushed the receiver down with my fingers to end the call. Then I 

replaced them with the phone. What are you doing, Shirley? I asked 
myself again.  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Six 

That night I slept for an hour and fifteen minutes.  
I passed the rest of the time staring at the mold on my ceiling and 

feeling the cold vinyl of my kitchen floor peel off my feet as I got up 
to get cup after cup of water. That led to somewhere in the ballpark of 
seven trips to the bathroom. Each time, I would stand there watching 
the water swirl down into the bowl and try to sort through all the 
things in my mind. Winnie's surgery, Haley's college bills, sitting out 
of work for a couple weeks, that math teacher, now Isaac and his 
money.  

I looked at myself in the mirror, searching my own blue-grey eyes 
for an answer. I needed a haircut. I always kept it short. Now it was 
long enough for me to put my fingers through it. I wondered if my 
mom would even recognize me if she saw me. When she died I was 
just a scrawny, freckled kid. Little Shirley Temple. Remembering my-
self like that, I looked in the mirror and saw a stranger. That stick of a 
kid with the soft face was gone. The guy who stood in the mirror was 
six feet and muscled. I took in the scars on my chest and arms—some 
from prison, some from before that. The freckles had faded, but still 
dotted my shoulders like they did on my dad's. The hair on my chest 
reminded me of him too. So did my nose, where he had broken it on 
one of those bad days. I turned off the lights and went back to bed. 

By five, I was done trying to sleep. By seven, I was looking back 
over the briefcase, having another Samoa for breakfast. I had decided 
against taking it to the police. Up to that point all I had was ten thou-
sand dollars in an envelope and a small package. That was hardly 
enough to warrant an investigation, and I didn't want to get on the 
wrong side of that case anyway, considering my record with the jus-
tice system.  
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Philly was just across the river from Camden, so I hopped a train 
over the bridge and into the city. At eleven a.m., I was in Chinatown, 
standing on the other side of the road from the Beijing Duck. 

I pushed open the glass door and stepped through the beaded 
archway. The shrill whining of a Chinese singer floated in the back-
ground. I scanned the tables and booths for the rough looking old man 
who had shown up at my doorstep two nights before. 

Three tables from the back, I spotted him hunkered over a pot of 
tea. A half smile twisted up on his mug. His steely blue eyes locked 
onto mine. 

"Eleven at the tick o' the clock," came the hoarse greeting as I took 
the bench opposite him at the booth. 

"I want answers." 
"All things in the right time, Shirley." 
"No, I'm done playin' your games. Tell me who you are." 
"I've told you already, Shirley. My name is Isaac Harper. I'm a 

friend of your grandfather." 
He pulled an old creased picture out of his gray suit jacket and laid 

it on the table in front of me. His calloused finger rested over the im-
age of my pa and him, both looking some fifty or sixty years younger. 
I knew Pa's face from other photographs I had dug up at his house in 
Elizabeth. The two of 'em had been in a pub when it was taken. Pa's 
lanky six-foot frame rested awkwardly in a wooden chair next to this 
Isaac guy. The photo showed him with light hair pushed over to the 
side. He had narrow eyes, half closed in laughter, and a glass foaming 
over with Guinness. It was unmistakable. That man was my pa. At 
least this guy was telling the truth about that. 

"You've got his chin, my boy. The man ne'er lost a boxing match or 
a fistfight I can remember. Could take a punch like a bag of bricks." 

I sat there examining the photo, studying it to make sure it wasn't 
photoshopped or something. 

"Aye, Tommy and me saw our share of scuffles." 
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"Where was this taken?" I asked. 
"Back in Ireland, round nineteen-sixty-one or sixty-two. We grew 

up together, your pa and I. Got plenty more o' those back home." 
"What is it you want with me?" 
"You ready to owda?" came a Chinese lady's voice from my left 

shoulder. I looked up to see a squatty middle-aged woman impatiently 
drumming a pen on her pad. Ashes from the cigarette she cradled in 
between her fingers sprinkled down on my shoulder. 

"I'm not eating," I replied, dusting off my shoulder. 
"You sit, you owda!" she shot back. 
"I think you should order something, Shirley," Isaac croaked from 

across the table, "for both our sakes. Try the roast duck." 
"I'll have this one...to go," I said, pointing to a picture on the menu. 
"General Tso's Chicken!" She shrieked back to the kitchen counter. 

"Andale!" she added at the Mexican cooks bustling around in the 
back. Then she turned back to me. "You want something to drink?" 

"Water's fine." 
She tucked her pad under her arm and left to harass another cus-

tomer. Isaac's eyes turned back to me. He loosened his tie. "Truth 
about it is, Shirley, that I owe your pa." He pulled down his collar, 
exposing a gnarled scar that stretched across his throat. "And since 
he's not around anymore for me to be repaying 'im, that debt passes on 
to you. If Tommy hadn't stopped the man, another three centimeters 
and I wouldn't be sitting here talking with you now." 

I sat there, examining him. I knew there was something more to 
this. He could tell I was sizing up his story.  

"Tommy made a promise to me, Shirley. The day that bastard cut 
my throat out, your pa told me he'd look after my family if I didn't 
make it. I promised him the same before he passed." 

"What took you so long?" 
"What do you mean, my boy?" 
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"I mean, he died, what—five years ago? And you show up now? If 
you were so intent on making good on your promise, what took you 
so long?" 

"Tommy and I lost touch before he came to America. We didn't end 
on good terms. I was an idealist. I believed in the cause. Your pa did 
too, but he had your grandmother and then your father was born. After 
a few years and a number of close calls, he said he'd had enough. I 
told him he couldn't just walk away. I called 'im a coward. We both 
exchanged some unpleasant words. He said he didn't want anything to 
do with me or the IRA. That was the last I heard of him. I just recently 
found out how he died. Horrible shame." 

"So what is it you want from me?" 
"Straight to the point. You're more like him than I thought. You're 

right Shirley, I do need you to run a little errand for me. Your pa 
wasn't the only friend I've alienated in my days. I don't want to lose 
another friend on those terms again. That package in the briefcase. I 
need you to deliver it to a man in town." 

"Why don't you take it yourself?" 
"Like I said, I didn't quite end on good terms with him. I very 

much doubt I'd even make it through the door. I'd like to send the gift 
ahead of my visit." 

"So mail it." 
"It's quite valuable and fragile—irreplaceable actually, Shirley. I 

need to know it will make it into his hands, and I'm not meaning to 
take any chances. That's why I came to you, my boy. I'll give you 
twenty-thousand dollars to put the gift in his hands." 

I sat there, letting the amount clink through my mind like coins in a 
piggy bank. He continued, "That way, I make good on the debt I owe 
to you and make sure my gift is delivered, saving another friendship 
from going to hell as well." 

Still taking that twenty grand in, I didn't respond.  
"What do you say, Shirley?" 
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My dad used to tell me, "Be careful when somebody throws you a 
line. There's always a hook waiting on the end of it." Everything this 
guy had said so far checked out. But I could tell there was still more 
to his motive than he was telling. 

I'm a smart guy, I figured. I'll find a way to keep from getting 
hooked. Deliver a package, pick up my money, then get out. That was 
my plan. Truth was, I couldn't think of much of anything at that mo-
ment. With that twenty grand wagging in my face, plus the ten in the 
briefcase, all I could think about was getting Haley through college 
and getting Winnie some kind of treatment. It wouldn't get us very far, 
but we'd at least have a start. 

"I'll do it," I said. 
A smile broke through his wrinkled cheeks. "Thank you, lad." He 

slid a piece of paper with a name and address across the table to me, 
then followed it with a clipboard and a delivery form. "I'll be here 
waiting for you tomorrow at ten o'clock. His store won't open till ten, 
so that should give you enough time to deliver it and be back here by 
eleven. Don't bother telling him it's from me, I've left a note inside 
with the watch." 

"Watch?" I asked. 
"Yes, the old man runs a store for repairing watches and clocks and 

such, but he's an antique watch collector as well." 
I didn't ask any more questions. "I'll be back 'round eleven." 
"I'll have a hot pot o' tea waitin’ for ye," he said with a half smile.  
I pushed myself off the vinyl booth seat, turned and left.  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Seven

I laid in bed that night, assuring myself that it would be the easiest 
money I'd ever made.  

There was something about it, though—something cold sliding 
down into my gut. I had bitten that worm, and the hook was already 
working its way through me. 

I smoothed over that feeling with the thought that I could be giving 
Haley a shot at the life she deserved—Winnie too. That's all I needed. 
I'd pay any price for that. Somehow that thought helped me get to 
sleep. 

Around nine thirty-five, I began to drag myself out of uncon-
sciousness like I was coming out of a coma. Slamming my hand down 
on my alarm, I stumbled through the living room to the red leather 
briefcase. An hour and a half later, I was in Philly, turning down a lit-
tle side road called South Juniper Street. I had the brown paper pack-
age and a clipboard tucked under my arm. 

About twenty-five steps from the corner was a small shop with a 
green awning and a candle lantern beside the entrance. The print on 
the window read, “McAfee’s Clockworks and Antiques”. The curved 
brass handle on the door was cold. It was the kind of cold that hits 
your chest like a gong, then vibrates through the rest of you. The bell 
tinkled over my head as I pushed through the door and a small old 
man walked out from the back room. Wiping his hands with a dirty 
towel, he hobbled out from behind the counter. 

"Can I help you, lad? Don't be afraid, there isn't anything an old 
goat like me can do ta hurt ya." 

"I've got a package for Mr. Lyndon McAfee." 
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"Well, that would be me, wouldn't it?" He said with a smile. The 
man's face was tough, despite his age. He wasn't hobbling because he 
was old, he must have had some injury back in the day. I handed him 
the clipboard with the delivery sheet that Isaac had given me. 

"This is quite unexpected," his voice had the same syrupy thick-
ness of Isaac's. "There you go." He handed me back the board as I 
placed the package in his other hand. 

"You have a nice day," I said and started to go. 
"Can I get you anything before you go? Cup o' tea? A sandwich or 

something other?" 
I turned back and forced a smile. "No thanks, sir. I'd really better 

be getting back to work," I said holding up my clipboard and giving it 
a shake. 

"Very well, you have a good day." 
"You too," I said as the bell tinkled overhead again. The door shut 

behind me. I rounded the corner feeling the sunlight on my face and 
crossed the street between the cars. When I stepped onto the sidewalk, 
I was already thinking about that money and just caught myself before 
I knocked a latte out of the hand of a blonde-haired businesswoman 
wearing a little too much perfume. Dodging her, I almost ran smack 
into a young guy with a black windbreaker and a camera. He stepped 
aside, and I caught his eye as he went past. I had time to notice he had 
short, dark hair, olive skin—Middle Eastern. A small scar cut down at 
the edge of his hairline. His eyes locked onto mine. That's when it hit.  

The ground shuddered underneath as the blast erupted. Car alarms 
set off, adding to the chaos. The street went into panic. Ears ringing, I 
fought my way across the road, pushing past people and scrambling 
over cars. There was smoke rising from South Juniper Street. The fear 
hit me like shotgun pellets, shredding me from the inside. I fought it 
back, but I knew. I knew. Coming round the corner, I saw the shat-
tered glass and pieces of brick all over the street. Angry black smoke 
poured out of a gaping hole where the window of the old clock shop 
sat a minute before. Flames licked the splintered doorframe like the 
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tongue of a dragon tasting pieces of flesh still on his teeth. A charred 
music box played its dying tune. Even though I had just turned the 
corner for a moment, I felt like time had stopped to mourn the man 
who took care of it. 

Then everything came back: the car alarms, the screaming, the 
sirens, and the realization that I had done all of this and the pounding 
in my chest. I pushed my legs to move me back around the corner and 
down the street. Picking up momentum, I ran with the crowd. Pretty 
soon I was tearing down the stairs to the SEPTA station and sliding 
through the train doors. 

My heart thrummed in my ears as I tried to slow my breathing. A 
few people from the street had scrambled aboard and were relaying 
the information to others on the train. I kept quiet and held onto the 
handle overhead. The train rolled into the darkness, oblivious to the 
chaos on the street above, and I forced myself to stay calm. 

__ 

Confusion, rage and betrayal all gurgled inside my head. I was off 
the train and making my way through Chinatown to the Beijing Duck. 
I couldn't think straight, but I knew who was responsible.  

"You son of a bitch!" I yelled as I charged through the beaded 
archway, the little bell tinkling behind me. 

"Shirley, you're a little early, my boy. Have a se-" His sentence 
broke off as I grabbed his gray blazer and yanked him from the booth 
onto the floor. A massive hand gripped my shoulder and pummeled 
my face into the table. Another hand palmed my forehead, fingers 
hooking into my eye-socket. It whipped my head back and sent me 
crashing onto the floor. Isaac stood and straightened his tie. 

"Enough!" he commanded. The assault stopped. Through bleary 
eyes, I could make out the two large figures that had given me the 
beating. I wasn't concerned with them, though. 

"...bastard," I coughed, wiping my mouth on my arm and leaving a 
streak of blood. "You sent me to kill an old man!" 
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"That's right, laddie." 
"I'm taking this to the cops." 
"Why stop there, Shirley? Why not take it to the FBI? Just walk 

through the doors and explain it all to them. 'A man gave me a pack-
age to deliver to a friend of his. When I did, the package blew his 
friend's watch shop to pieces. I didn't know it was a bomb, I promise, 
officer.' Come on, Shirley, who's gonna believe you? You're a terrorist 
now, my boy! They'll bury you in a cell so deep, you'll be sharing it 
with Beelzebub himself." 

I knew he was right. It was his game now, and he was making all 
the rules. It was at that moment that I became aware of the pale faces 
and gaping mouths that floated motionless around the room. 

"You want an answer, Shirley?" The old man croaked. He settled 
back into the booth. "Sleepy, Frankie, help the man up." 

Sleepy George and Four-Fingered Frankie Ferguson—it wasn't till 
later that I learned how they got their names. Sleepy had one of those 
soft baby faces: round, dopey eyes and cheeks that looked like he was 
constantly blowing up balloons. The skin on his forehead was always 
wrinkled up like you had just caught him by surprise. Sleepy had laid 
more poor saps to rest than he could find landfills and lakes to dump 
them in. 

It was obvious how Frankie got his name when three gnarled fin-
gers and a thumb landed on my shoulder and jerked me to my feet. 
The rest of the man was just as scarred and messed up as his hands. 
His jaw was solid and square, but looked like someone had taken a 
bat to it years ago. That was exactly what had happened too. The 
Northern Irish police had put together a hit squad to take down the 
remaining splinter groups that had broken off of the IRA back in the 
eighties. They captured Frankie and tried to beat information out of 
him that would help them get their hands on Isaac and the rest of the 
bunch. Not a word. Not after they snapped his jaw like a pretzel. Not 
after they beat his left eye to uselessness. All he gave them was his 
middle finger—and that they tore off with a set of pliers. The man got 
out of prison and healed up even tougher. He was just a mass of jut-
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ting bones and swollen muscle. His eyes were green. One of them was 
fixed on me as I looked over my shoulder. The other drooped like a 
drunk's head at closing time. Sleepy and Frankie sat me back across 
the table from Isaac. 

He slid a porcelain cup of what smelled like hot cat's piss toward 
me.  

"Have a drink, Shirley," he said.  
I glared at him, silently.  
"Have it your way then, lad." He settled back, adjusting his jacket. 

"That man you killed." The statement made me cringe. "That man 
burned your grandfather's sister alive." 

His sister? I sifted through my memories: every story I'd been told, 
every childhood conversation I'd had with him. 

"You're lyin," I muttered, but I did remember that he'd had a sister 
somewhere. Margaret? Mary? 

"What do I have to gain by lying to you now, Shirley? You've al-
ready fulfilled your task. There's no need for any more deception." He 
was silent for a second and looked down into his teacup. "Her name 
was Marianne. She was a darling girl." As he said it, I saw the corners 
of his mouth pull tight.  

"I was seventeen. Your pa was a summer older. We were just boys, 
but we'd heard about the IRA. Tommy wanted nothing to do with it. 
He wanted to go to university, make something of himself for his fam-
ily. I, on the other hand, I wanted freedom. I found friends in the 
army. They welcomed me in. I had a place and a purpose.  

"They gave me a job as an errand boy in the local precinct. When 
the RUC, the police, found out I had been seen with a few 'RA mem-
bers, they came looking for me. I knew they'd be at my home that day, 
so I went to Tommy's. He was there and so was Marianne. They hid 
me and sent word for some of my friends in the ‘RA to come and get 
me. We didn't know it then, but the police had already marked Tom-
my's house and were lying in wait. It was a Sunday evening. Most 
everyone was at Mass in town when the lads came to get me. 
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"They took the steps and knocked at the door. I made my way 
down the stairs to open it for them. I heard the organ strike its first 
chord over the town's speakers as my hand landed on the doorknob. 
Then bullets shattered the windows and punched into the walls behind 
me. I fell back. The boys pounded on the door. When I opened it, 
Francis Shuster, one of my good friends had already taken a bullet to 
the back of the neck, tearing out a chunk like a Rottweiler had gotten 
to him. He fell into my arms, bleeding and convulsing, while the other 
three IRA boys barreled me over, trying to get inside. I could hear 
screaming from the car the boys had left on the curb. Peter O'Connell 
had waited with it for a quick getaway. He was shrieking terrible 
while bullets punched holes through his doors and shards of glass tore 
open his face and lungs. One of those bullets must have found the gas 
tank. The next moment, the car jolted with an explosion that rocked 
the street.  

"I don't know how much time passed as I watched Peter burn in the 
car through the open door. I felt a thud to my face, then another, and 
then the door closed, and Tommy's hand came down a third time to 
slap me out of shock. I looked up at him, my mouth hanging wide 
open. I realized I was sitting upright, the bloody body of Francis lying 
in my lap. Noises around me began to fade back in. I heard someone 
wailing beside me and turned to see Seamus O’Connell, Peter's broth-
er, struggling to get to the door while Brian held him back. Tommy 
pulled me to my feet and started shouting' orders. The RUC outside 
began firing again. 

"I turned to Tommy. 'Marianne?' I mouthed.  
'Upstairs!' He shouted over breaking glass as we all began barri-

cading the door and windows. I pulled the pistol from my trousers and 
fired a few shots in the direction of the enforcers just to hold them 
back. 'Get out of here!' Tommy yelled at me as he helped Seamus to 
his feet and into Brian's arms. 'Out the back! This way!' 

"Crouching, he led us out of the foyer. Bullets whipped through the 
curtains and pummeled the walls, bringing down a hail of plaster on 
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us as we made our way. He took us through the kitchen to the cellar 
door, then turned back for his sister.  

"We were feeling our way down the stairs when we heard the ex-
plosion. I told the boys to keep going. I turned around and raced back 
up the stairs and into the debris. Through the crackling fire and splin-
tering timber, I heard a shrieking of such terrible agony that I still hear 
it in my dreams.  

"Coming through the smoke, I tripped over Tommy's legs and fell 
at the bottom step of the staircase. Then, I saw her. I looked up on the 
second floor. She had stopped shrieking. She hadn't the strength. Mar-
ianne was just whimpering, 'Help me. Help me, please. I don' wanna 
die.'  

"Half of the stairs had been blown away, so I charged up the bot-
tom few and leapt. I grasped hold of the railing and pulled myself up. 
I was too late. The smell of burning flesh filled the house. She lay 
curled up on her side, struggling through her last breaths, eyes implor-
ing me to pull her back from the darkness. I scrambled over to her.  

"She was still as young and beautiful as a spring flower. Reddish-
golden hair fell over her freckled face. I brushed it away and rolled 
her onto her back. I heard a sticky crackling sound, and she moaned. 
That crackling, it was the sound of her melted flesh peeling off the 
floor. The sight of what those monsters had done to her turned my 
stomach. She had been so beautiful.  

"On the one side, she was still the girl I knew; on the other, her 
dress had disintegrated in the flames, and the skin on her body and 
face looked like dried molasses, cracked and bubbling with blood 
from underneath. Her left eye had boiled in its socket. Her hair had 
completely burned away. I looked into her eyes, one green as the sea, 
the other white and misshapen as foam on the waves. She stared back 
at me, in pain, in fear, in disbelief. And then, she was gone.  

"I don't know how long I held her, but the shouting and firing of 
the men outside brought me back. I laid her head gently down and 
with that bloodied hand, closed her eyes and prayed the Lord take her.  
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"I leapt off the second floor and slammed into the ground and the 
wall next to Tommy's unconscious body. The jolt roused him a bit. He 
blinked and rubbed his head. I hoisted his arm up over my shoulder 
and hurried down into the cellar again. 

"It wasn't till we burst through the cellar doors into the cool, clean 
night air that Tommy came back to his senses. He looked me in the 
eye, then around my other side, then back in my eyes again in horror.  

'Marianne!' He cried, craning his neck o'er my shoulder.  
"I felt the heat of the house on the back of my neck. Tommy shook 

himself free and ran back towards the cellar, screaming her name. I 
turned, grasped his arm. When he fought me back, I charged him, 
tackling him to the ground.  

'She's gone,’ I sobbed.  
'No!' He screamed.  
'She's gone,' I said it again.  
'No, you bastard! You let her die, you bastard!' he said, openly cry-

ing. Thankfully, Brian was there. He rushed out of the bushes nearby 
and helped me drag Tommy away." 

Isaac took a sip of tea. 
I'd never heard that story from nobody before. I wasn't surprised, 

though.  
Isaac continued, "I explained what happened the next day. Tommy 

ne'er went home again, save for Marianne's funeral, to say goodbye to 
her and his ma and da. He signed up with the 'RA and ne'er looked 
back till your father came around." 

He finished, then pinched his nose between his finger and thumb. I 
noticed a battered up ring on his right hand as he did. 

"Even if what you're saying is true, and I'm not saying I believe 
you, I don't see what this has to do with the man that you had me kill 
today." I said it as quietly as I could, but glanced around anyway. It 
didn't matter. Nobody in the place looked like they spoke any more 
English than we spoke Chinese. 
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"The day after Marianne was killed, our Brit-controlled paper pub-
lished the massacre as a raid by the police. The constable in charge 
was Lyndon James McAfee." 

The name was immediately familiar. An image of the old man's 
face shot through my mind, then another of him signing the delivery 
form. 

"That was the man who received our package," Isaac broke 
through my thoughts. "After sixty years, he finally got what was com-
ing to him." His forefinger rubbed the top of the beaten up ring he 
was wearing. "In the paper he touted their attack as a well-planned 
strike at a terrorist outpost. He said he and his team meant to disarm 
and take into custody the 'RA members who opened fire on them, re-
sulting in a shootout. He said the shootout successfully brought down 
two 'RA terrorists, but a young girl was unfortunately caught in the 
crossfire. He had the audacity to harp Marianne's death as a warning 
to anyone aiding the Irish Republican Army." 

He took another sip from his tea, looking down into his cup. He 
put it back on the table. "Those bastards." 

I didn't know what to say. I could tell the girl's death had affected 
him just as much as it must have affected my grandfather.  

He tugged at his collar, then picked up the cup for another sip. 
"We've got to get you out of here, Shirley." 

I thought for a moment. "I could go north," I told him. "There's a 
couple of guys up there that owe me a solid." 

"You'll need to get farther away than that, lad. You stick around, 
and sooner or later, someone's going to place you at the scene of that 
explosion. Let me help you disappear, son. We both know how hard 
it's been on your family these past couple of years. You don't wanna 
put them through that shame and heartache again." 

I thought of Haley. She’d be finished with her degree in just a few 
years. Winnie might not even be alive if she didn't get her heart taken 
care of soon. 
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Isaac read my thoughts. "We'll make sure they are cared for, 
Shirley," he said. "I owe your pa that much. I'll have another fifty-
thousand delivered to them the moment we leave." 

"I don't want you doing me any more favors," I said. 
"No strings attached to this one, my boy. Just wanna do right by 

you and your family." 
My head hurt. One minute I was finally getting my life together, 

the next I had more money than I've ever had just dangling in front of 
me. I turn a corner the next day and I'm running from an explosion. 
Now, the same man who gave me that bomb was sitting across the 
table from me telling me that he's only got good intentions for me and 
my family. 

I wanted to believe him. Shit, I needed to. My family and me, we'd 
spent the last two years just trying to get things back together. First 
jail, then Pa's suicide, now this?  

My eyes were dry—felt like I hadn't slept for a week. My throat 
was all gummed up, and it hit me how much I smelled like smoke. I 
had to get my jacket off. I tugged at the zipper. It was jammed. All of 
a sudden, it was hard to breathe. The smell of smoke was suffocating, 
like the plastic bags your mom told you not to cover your head with 
when you were a kid. I yanked at the zipper once, twice, but it didn't 
give.  

Isaac looked up from his tea.  
I told myself to calm down, knowing that the only thing I still had 

control of at that moment was myself. I couldn't lose that in front of 
this guy. I tried the zipper one more time, and when that didn't work, I 
pulled the jacket off over my head. 

How the hell am I going to get myself out of this one? 
"Look at me lad," Isaac spoke, then cleared his throat. "We both 

know you can't stay here and pretend nothing happened. Either you go 
on the run on your own and your family loses you and your help with 
the money, or you come with us. We'll hide you till the media moves 
on to another story, and the FBI pins it on some unlucky Middle-East-
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ern bastard. I'll make sure your family gets the money I promised you. 
You have my word on that." 

I was trapped, screwed, royally fucked. My mouth still tasted like 
blood.  

He continued, "I'm not going to force you to do anything Shirley. 
I've caused you enough trouble already. This is your decision to 
make." 

I looked down at my hands. I hadn't clipped my nails in a week. 
They were dirty. My thumbnail was still black and blue from when I’d 
hit it repairing Winnie’s fence the week before. I'd have given any-
thing to erase the last twenty-four hours; to have my grueling nine to 
five back; to come home after a long day, wrestle with Shamis and 
settle back into my easy chair with a microwave dinner and Monday 
night football. I thought about Terry, Herb and Pete. I was gonna miss 
clocking in on the worksite and seeing those assholes every day.  

If I'd taken them up on that trip to AC, I might not be sitting here 
right now. If only… I don't have time for "if only”, I thought. I'm on 
the run.  

I wanted to believe what Isaac had said about it all blowing over. 
Things had just started coming back together for my family after my 
being locked away. This guy’d offered us a step up. So far he had 
made good on the money, at least. If McAfee was really a sadistic 
bastard who had burned my pa's sister alive, then maybe he had final-
ly gotten what was coming to him. Not that I could trust anything that 
had come out of Isaac's mouth, but if he was telling me the truth about 
the old man, the guilt that was bearing down on me lightened a little 
bit. 

If I stay and get caught, what good will that do anybody? Just an-
other disappointment. 

My head was swimming. Faces fluttered through my mind. I tried 
to bring it all together—to get some clarity and formulate a plan—but 
I couldn't do it. I was rusty, and my throat and lungs felt like cold 
metal plumbing in my chest. I wasn't going to see Haley or Winnie for 
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a long time, if I ever saw them again. Winnie’s birthday was coming 
up in three weeks. I'd been working on an old vanity that I'd bought at 
a flea market for her. I'd put in tracks for the drawer, sanded and refin-
ished it—even carved an inscription into the upper right hand drawer. 
“Áilleacht is ainm dom," it said, which means “my name is beauty” in 
Gaelic. It was something I had seen in a jewelry box my pa had given 
to Nan. All the dresser needed was a new mirror. 

"I'll tell you what, son," Isaac broke in. He picked up his fedora 
and set it on his gray-flecked hair. He pulled an envelope out of his 
blazer and slid it across the table with his index and middle finger. 
"This is a passport and a one way ticket. I'm gonna leave it here with 
you and walk through that kitchen and out the back door. There's a 
taxi parked outside with a seat for me and another for you if you want 
it. If not, you can walk out the front door, and I'll never bother you 
again. Like I said, my boy, the choice is yours. Take as long as you 
need to make it." 

With that, he gathered his coat and stood up out of the booth. "The 
plane boards at three," he said. Then he left. My eyes followed him, 
Frankie and Sleepy through the kitchen doors, then dropped back 
down to the envelope laying on the table. I was stunned. I had expect-
ed him to sic his bulldogs on me, drag me out and throw me in the 
trunk. I couldn't believe this guy was just going to cut me loose and 
let me go. 

I pulled out the passport. It was my face, but everything else was 
different. 

"James Patrick Riordan," I read the name while I asked myself 
how a guy like Isaac could have pulled this off. I sat there for what 
felt like an hour and a half mulling it over. The Chinese banshee came 
by and picked up the money Isaac had left and a few plates. She 
scowled at me, then carried them back to the kitchen.  

I looked up at the clock. It was one of those greasy looking cat 
clocks—the ones where the eyes and tail flicked side to side with each 
second. I didn't even notice the time. The clock reminded me of the 
old man I had killed that morning. I wanted to believe what Isaac had 
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told me about him, that he had murdered my pa's sister and torn my 
family apart. It made me feel a little bit better about killing him. That 
was wrong, I know, but I needed the whole thing to make sense, and 
that was the best I had. I still pitied the bastard. I wondered if he had 
any family.  

Alright, Shirley, that's enough. There's nothing you can do about 
that now, I told myself. It's time to choose.  

The cat's freaky eyes swayed left and right. Its tail ticked a few 
more times, taunting me. I shifted in my seat. The vinyl peeled off my 
legs. I stood up, pushing off the edge of the table. I tossed a buck onto 
it, picked up the envelope Isaac had left and walked through the dou-
ble kitchen doors. I hated that cat.  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Eight

I handed my fake passport with a big smile to the young attendant 
behind the check-in counter.  

She smiled back and said, "Just a minute." Then she left the desk 
and tapped an older, grumpier woman on the shoulder. The young one 
said something to her and pointed back to the desk, then walked 
around the corner. 

Shit, I thought.  
The grumpy woman sat down in front of me and flipped open my 

passport while I smiled at her like some overeager beauty pageant 
contestant. I figured I probably looked like a serial killer, so I dropped 
the smile and pretended to check my wallet for something. A bead of 
sweat trickled down my back and into my waistband. 

She laid the passport down on her scanner. I fished around in my 
duffle. Isaac's guys had broken into my apartment while I was meet-
ing with him and packed me a bag for the road. I guess he wasn't 
planning on me saying, "No" after all. 

"This passport isn't real,” she said as my head was turned away 
from her. 

"Huh?" I hadn't been paying attention, so I looked up, hoping I'd 
heard wrong. It turned out that I had. 

"I said, 'window or aisle?’" she repeated, sounding out each word 
for me. 

"Oh, uh aisle." 
She looked back down and rapped at a few of the keys. "Checked 

baggage?" she asked. 
"Yeah, one." I laid it on the scale. 
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The printer at the counter shot out a baggage tag, and she looped it 
around the handle. She handed me a ticket, circling the seat number 
and boarding time. "Next," she called over my shoulder. 

I breathed a sigh of relief and made my way to my gate. 
Isaac had taken an earlier flight out. He said it would be better if 

we didn't travel together. He was right. Security at Newark’s Liberty 
International airport was tight. Guards had been doubled; bomb-sniff-
ing dogs patrolled like coyotes hungry for some fresh meat. People 
were real tense. All over the airport, TV screens replayed footage of 
the smoking wreck that an explosion had made of an old watchmak-
er's shop.  

"The FBI is certain the explosion was, in fact, caused by a bomb," 
a lady reporter said, "however, no one has stepped forward as of yet to 
claim responsibility." The screen switched back to pictures of the 
scene that bystanders had taken. Swarms of screaming people ran 
from the blast. A father held a crying baby. The watchmaker's shop 
burned with its front wall blown out. 

I tried to draw as little attention to myself as possible, which wasn't 
hard with everyone's eyes either plastered to the TV or eyeing the few 
Indians and Arabs unlucky enough to have to have a flight on that 
day. Even then, I was sure the FBI had more information on the 
bombing than they were letting out. 

Just as I was thinking that, somebody yelled out, "Hey!" The sound 
came from behind me, about fifteen feet away. I pulled my ticket out 
of my back pocket like I was looking for my gate and kept walking.  

A7.  
"Hey! Brown backpack, stop!" I lifted my head from the ticket and 

looked ahead. A thick lady cop with a strong jaw and a tight ponytail 
stepped from the wall into my walking path, speaking into the walkie 
strapped to her shoulder. Her hand still crooked on the receiver, she 
raised her eyes to meet mine. My heart hit the front wall of my chest 
and bounced around like a super-ball.  
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And this how it ends. Thanks for playing, Shirley. Nice knowing 
you. 

I knew I could overpower her, just clear bowl her over and try run-
ning, but they would just lock down the gate and haul me off anyway. 
She raised her hand and pointed at me, then swung the line of her fin-
ger over my shoulder and tilted her head, slightly glancing past me; 
then her eyes snapped back to meet mine. 

I had stopped walking and, at that moment, realized the look of 
dumb shock and fear that was on my face. I hoped she hadn't recog-
nized it for what it was and gave her a little grin. I turned my head 
over my shoulder and caught sight of another guard. He was older and 
walking towards me, like a man with a purpose. He was irritated I had 
ignored him. All I could do was play it off like I hadn't heard him. 

"Ya deaf, Joe?" He said sternly through his mustache. "Yelled at ya 
twice." He was ten feet away. 

"Yeah, sorry, I was just trying to find my gate. Don't fly much. Still 
makes me nervous," was my reply. I added, "Especially with that 
bombing in Philly." 

"Friggin’ shame," his mustache spoke. Little lines creased his fore-
head and his blue eyes tilted down toward the bottom rim of his glass-
es. He huffed and looked back at me. "I'm afraid I'm gonna have to 
ask you to explain something to me." 

My mind went blank. He reached behind his back and took two 
more steps toward me. He pulled a worn out baseball cap from his 
belt. It was mine. "Mets fan?" He asked with an eyebrow raised. I let 
out a hard sigh. "You left it at the x-ray back there." 

"Thanks. It must'a come off my bag." 
"You got some big ones wearin' a Mets cap in this part of town," he 

smirked. 
"Guess I'm a 'live fast, die young' kinda guy." 
"You must be. Where ya heading?" 
"Dublin." 
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"No, I mean, what gate are ya headin' to?" 
“A-seven," I answered. 
"Just follow the signs, then," he said as he rocked back on his heel 

and started to turn. 
"Will do, thanks." 
He was walking back to his post when he spun, "Oh, and if you see 

a short Hispanic guy with a K-9 unit, I'd tuck that hat away. Jerry'll 
probably put you through a cavity search just to watch a Mets fan 
squirm after last night's game." 

"Thanks for the head's up," I called back, then turned, smiled at the 
lady guard and made my way to the gate.  

I stopped at a payphone to give Aunt Winnie a call. It was Isaac's 
idea, actually. He told me to let her know that Max gave me some 
time off after the explosion. He said to tell her that one of the guys on 
the crew had a cabin up in Vermont, and I'd be heading out of town 
for a couple of weeks to clear my head. Winnie didn't pick up, so I left 
a message. I told her that I'd gotten some hazard pay and would be 
having a friend deliver that and the rest of my savings to her in cash. I 
told her I loved her and asked her to tell Haley and Shamis that I 
loved them too. Then I hung up, feeling sick about leaving her like I 
was. 

__ 

An hour later, I walked onto an airplane bound for Dublin. I fit my 
backpack up in the overhead compartment like the lady said to and 
found my seat. I sat there, tried to relax, resting my head against a 
headrest as smooth and comfortable as a potato sack filled with rocks. 
I was suffocating again. It felt like somebody had set me on fire. 
Sweat beaded up around my eyes. My throat was dry and my tongue 
felt like it was filling up my mouth.  

The plane rumbled down the runway. I tore off my hood and 
reached to twist open the hissing vent above me. A rush of cool air 
burst down. I drank it all in, closing my eyes and throwing my head 
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back into the seat. The reading light above me was on, shining hard 
through my closed eyes and turning my world into a sea of blood. I 
snapped them open real quick and breathed heavy, looking down at 
my knees. My hands were clenched around the armrests, white with 
pressure. I loosened them up and thumbed the metal recliner button 
on the right. That's when I noticed my nails again. They felt like 
talons curling over my fingers. What bothered me the most, though, 
was the dirt still hiding underneath them.  

I went back to the bathroom, locked the door and bit down on my 
thumbnail. I bit hard and twisted my head back, tearing the tip of the 
nail off. I spit it out into the sink and went on to the next finger. I 
started tearing that nail off when a cold sting raced up my palm. I 
stopped and looked at the nail. It was curled up above a thin, red line 
of raw skin from where I had torn it too far. That didn't hold me off, 
though. I bit down and tugged again, ripping the nail away. A bright 
spot of pain popped in my head as the flesh came off like an orange 
peel. Blood dripped down my finger. Pain charged up it and spread 
into my hand. I grabbed some tissue and felt the fibers against my raw 
skin. I shook my hand once to snap away the sting, then bit down on 
the next. 

I must have been in there for half an hour. When I slid the door 
open, the line to get inside was three people long, each one of them 
giving me dirty looks. I walked back to my seat, feeling the cool air 
on my freshly clipped nails. Yeah, they weren't pretty—pieces of flesh 
missing, blood staining the grooves, nails curving every way but a 
straight line. They weren't pretty, but they were clean. 

I sat down, and soon as I did, the weariness that I'd been pushing 
back rolled over me. It was heavy. I grabbed my Mets cap, pulled the 
brim down over my eyes and blacked out.  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Nine 

The plane touched down, jolting me back to life. 
Wheels screamed. I pressed my palms into my eye sockets. It felt 

like I had a hangover. Meanwhile, a muffled English accent thanked 
me over the PA system for flying British Airways. We rolled into our 
gate, and hundreds of seat belts clacked off like a box of black cat 
firecrackers. I pulled my bag out of the bin and inched my way up the 
aisle with the rest of the bleary-eyed passengers. 

It was three a.m. and raining outside when I stepped through the 
doors. Isaac's man was waiting for me. He was a heavy guy with a 
scruffy face and a newsboy hat. He recognized me and clapped as he 
called my name, "Shirley!" He stepped out from under the streetlight, 
where the car was parked. He walked up to me, his trench coat flap-
ping, wet and heavy, puddles splashing with every step. "Welcome to 
Dublin, me boy. Don't mind the weather, we'll get you someplace 
warm in short order." He gave me three hard thumps on the back and 
took my bags. 

An old '83 Mercedes Benz sedan was waiting for us under the 
lamplight—cream, a beautiful machine, but it had seen some rough 
days. The big man in the trench tossed my bags into the trunk and 
opened the two right side doors. I had forgotten they drove on the oth-
er side of the road. I slid in across the leather seat—hated to do it, be-
ing wet and all. He sank into his seat in the front and spun around.  

"Name's Paddy," he said it like he had a mouthful of toothpaste. I 
smiled and nodded. I was just happy he hadn't pulled a gun on me and 
blown my brains through the back of the Benz. "Good you’re finally 
here, lad. Been hearing a lot about you from Isaac. Said to take good 
care of you, and that I will." He started the engine, and we rolled out 
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of the parking lot. "Hard to say, 'No' to, that Isaac. I'm sure you've 
found that out by now." 

"Yeah," I almost laughed. 
"You relax now, Shirley. We’ve got a wee bit of a drive ahead of 

us. I'm sure you're good and knackered." 
I leaned my head back and closed my eyes while Paddy dialed 

through radio stations. He found one he liked with some old folk mu-
sic, while I found the blackness of sleep again.  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Ten 

There he was—Lyndon McAfee, the old watchmaker.  
His face stared straight back at me. I realized that it wasn't his face, 

though. I was him, staring back at myself in the mirror of my bath-
room. I lifted twisted, bony hands to feel the wrinkled grooves on my 
face. Mouth open, eyes wide, I couldn't look away. The air was damp 
and swampy. Water poured into an overflowing sink in front of me. 

A dripping sound came from behind the pale yellow shower curtain 
to my left. I pushed it back. There was a little Arab boy—couldn’t 
have been older than fourteen. He was dead. His half-naked body was 
a grayish purple, and all but his head and one arm were submerged in 
the tub. The sight of his black, sunken eyes stole the breath out of my 
lungs.  

I tried the door to get out of there, but scalded my palm on the 
knob. It was hot—hot as hell, and it was locked. I grabbed a towel and 
wrapped it around my hand, trying the knob again. No good. I banged 
on the door, kicked it, yelled as hard as I could. I was too weak, too 
old. I hammered at it, screaming at the top of my lugs, but the words 
just gurgled in my mouth. 

There has to be another way out, I thought. 
I spotted a window above the bathtub. My eyes snagged on the 

dead Arab boy, but I forced my feet to move. I rushed forward, 
climbed up on the lip of the tub and tried the window. It was small, 
made from frosted glass and nailed shut. I screamed again and banged 
on the glass. As my fist came down, I lost my balance and fell into the 
water. I thrashed and scrambled out of it, tumbling over the edge. 
Dripping wet, I lifted my head up off the floor. My heart stopped. The 
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boy was gone. I looked around the room for him, fear prying my eyes 
open.  

My head was turned passed my right shoulder when a burst of wa-
ter exploded on my left. I looked over to see the boy leaning over the 
tub. A deep hiss came out of his throat, his face centimeters away. I 
saw the bullet holes in his chest. He latched onto my head with both 
hands. His dark eyes stared into me. I closed mine. The pressure of his 
hands on my skull blocked everything out except the smell of his rot-
ted breath.  

Then the door unlocked behind me and his hands were gone. I 
opened my eyes and backed against the wall. He was laying, with all 
but his head and arm submerged, just like I'd found him. 

The door creaked open, and I pushed myself to my feet. In the dark 
behind it, two white eyes faded into view. They were the eyes of a 
young African woman. The cold fluorescents of the bathroom shone 
off her face. She looked at me through the cracked door in a blank 
stare. I pushed it open further. I knew this woman. The track of light 
widened on her body and fell over the baby nursing in her arms. She 
was wearing one of those colorful African dresses, without the sleeves 
on top. It was green swirls with flecks of orange, but it was muddy 
and torn. Her hair was all wrapped up in fabric that matched her dress. 
She was beautiful. 

The baby boy in her arms whimpered. I looked down at him. He 
squirmed and fidgeted, the way babies do before they start to cry. He 
opened his mouth to scream, but no sound came out. The woman 
turned. A river of blood had pooled up under her headscarf. I reached 
out for her, but she had already begun walking down a worn out stair-
case. I started down the stairs after her and realized I wasn't at my 
apartment at all. I was in a dark, abandoned house. It was my grand-
parent's old place in Elizabeth, New Jersey.  

My legs were weak, so I held onto the rail. Over her shoulder, I 
could see the baby shrieking. His lips were tight, eyes squeezed shut, 
and his tongue was curled. His face and body quivered as he 
screamed, but the only noise was the steps shifting under our feet.  

!56



OWEN BANNER

My rail snapped. I fell sideways. I tried to get my feet back under 
me, but only one made it before I hit the ground. There was a flash of 
pressure and a pop in my knee. I landed on my face, bent sideways 
over my leg. A couple meaningless groans came out of my mouth as I 
rolled over. I looked back up for the lady, but she was gone.  

The wood under me was worn out and splintered. My fingertips 
found the grooves in between the planks and tugged my body for-
ward. When I was close enough, I reached up for the banister. I was 
still an old man. My arm looked like mashed potatoes covered with 
sunspots. It worked, though. I gripped the banister and tried out the 
leg I had landed on. The pain almost blacked me out. I heard a muf-
fled whimper and opened my eyes again. There was nobody there, 
just a dark, old house. Then that faint sound came again, from around 
the corner. I put my hands down on the stairs to my left and maneu-
vered sideways until I was at the wall separating the staircase from 
the next room. I peered around the corner.  

What used to be a dining room was empty. There was a light, 
glowing from a low-hanging chandelier, flickering in and out. Below 
it was a blonde girl tied to a chair. She was around twenty years old. 
Her hair was matted down over her swollen face. A gag wrapped 
around her head and mouth. Through the hard shadows and her 
stringy hair, I saw her eye open. Immediately, I recognized my sister. 

"Haley!" I yelled, but all that came out was a hoarse whisper. I 
pushed off the wall and took three steps towards her. My knee gave 
way on the fourth. A scream of pain went through my body and erupt-
ed out of my mouth. I crumbled to the floor. Gritting my teeth, I rolled 
onto my stomach and looked up at her.  

She was only seven feet away. I could see her eyes bugged out, 
flitting left and right. She breathed heavy and whipped her head back 
over her shoulder, as though someone was there. Then she spun her 
face back towards me, her hair flying and slapping her neck like a wet 
rag. She was sweating. Her green eyes were in a frenzy. She screamed 
through the cloth gag in her mouth. I clawed at the floorboards to get 
to her.  
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The tendons in her neck pulled tight as she screamed again. The 
Temple sweatshirt she was wearing was soaked. She flexed every 
muscle in her body against the duct tape, which made a loud sucking 
sound. Another whimper.  

Four feet. Thump, thump, thump. 
My heartbeat? No. Footsteps.  
Three feet.  
She looked at me again and screamed into the gag. A man stepped 

into the flickering light behind her. A glimmer bounced off the pistol 
he raised.  

My body went cold.  
His fingers found the hammer and clicked it back. Haley's scream-

ing broke into sobs. 
"No, no. God, no!" I tried to shout at the man. 
He pressed the gun into the back of her head. I dragged myself 

forward, lifting my arm up to stop him. I started to cry, "Please, no, 
plea-" 

He tore the gag out of her mouth. She screamed. The muzzle ex-
ploded with a flash and cut her short. It threw her body forward. Her 
head snapped back, but hammered down on the floorboards one foot 
away from me.  

Eyes wide open, her face was pinned to the floor by the back of the 
chair. She stared at me. Blood drained from her mouth. She tried to 
say something—hardly a breath.  

I pulled myself closer. The man dropped the gun. I reached for it as 
he turned to walk away. Weeping, I could barely lift it. It felt like it 
weighed a hundred pounds. I pulled the trigger and fired at the man as 
he blended into the shadows. I couldn't hit a thing. I couldn't see a 
thing. Another shot and a burst of fire interrupted my moaning. I 
wiped my eyes and fired again, but the man was gone. 

I turned back to Haley. She laid there, pinned to the floor, dead, 
and staring at me. My hand found the locks of her hair.  
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I remembered her as a girl; playing with my old Tonka trucks in 
the sandbox dad had built. I pushed the hair back off her face and 
kissed her forehead.  

A loud wail came from my throat as I lifted my head up with the 
gun. I pressed it into my temple. The barrel was still hot. I pulled the 
trigger and, in a flicker of light, I saw my reflection off a glass cabi-
net. I was my grandfather. 

__ 

The car lurched to a stop. My eyes shot open.  
Paddy shifted around in his seat. "You okay there, lad?" he asked. 
My heart was pounding. I wiped the sweat off my forehead. "Fine. 

I'm fine. Bad dream's all." 
"Your pa used to have those too. The boys'd tell stories about 'em. 

Terrible ones, they were—real shakers. He'd wake up screaming and 
sweatin' just like you.” He shifted around, pulled the gearshift into 
drive and rolled us back onto the road. “Once, Isaac said Tommy 
woke him up with a wild look in his eyes.  

Tommy says, ‘Wolves are coming!’  
Isaac rolled over, ‘Wolves?’  
‘Hungry ones,’ Tommy said, drenched with sweat.  
Isaac went to pat him on the back and he shrieked, pulling off his 

blanket and rolling onto the floor.  
‘Okay, okay,’ Isaac said.  
Tommy yanked Isaac out of bed, ‘We have to get out now!’ "What-

ever it was in his eyes made Isaac believe him. He woke up the rest of 
the lads. Three minutes after they left the house they were staying at, 
the police raided it and burned it to the ground.” 

I looked at Paddy. Eye-bags hung on his cheeks like two little 
hammocks, heavy with the weight of his sad, round eyes. He smiled, 
and the scruff on his face pricked up. "You look a lot like 'im, 
Shirley." 
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For the next hour and a half, he told me stories about my pa. Some 
I'd heard from Nan, others made me realize that I never even knew 
him. To me, Pa had always been a quiet, straight-laced, blue-collar 
worker—just an old guy who did his job and spent his spare time fix-
ing up model trains in his basement. Paddy made him out to be some 
kind of war hero. 

We pulled up to a checkpoint, and Paddy's eyes found me in the 
rearview mirror. He was smirking. "It's all for show, Shirley. They like 
to pretend like they've got a keen eye on things, but most of these 
gobshites couldn't find their pecker with their left hand." With that, he 
mashed the window button and sent it whirring down.  

Cool air rushed into the car. One of the guards stepped closer. He 
waved us to the gate as the car in front of us started through. It was 
bright. Halogen bulbs beamed through the windows like we were be-
ing abducted by aliens or something. Three men, backlit by the lights, 
gave the Benz a once over. One guy walked the length of the car with 
a mirror turned up under it. Another bent into the window.  

"Good evenin', constable." Paddy said with a smile. 
"I'll need your registration and identification for the both of you's," 

the young guard said, forcing a tone of authority.  
Paddy bent over the gearshift and popped open the glove com-

partment while I unzipped my backpack. I handed my passport to 
Paddy, who handed them to the officer. 

"I see you've got a few more friends this time," Paddy said, "any 
particular reason?" 

"Just a few extra measures for the tenth. Can'na have too much se-
curity for things like that." 

There was a thump on the trunk. Paddy took his keys out of the 
ignition and handed them to another officer. 

"Oh, that's right. I'd forgotten," Paddy replied. 
"Well, they're plastering the whole of Belfast with banners right 

now. You can'na take ten steps without seeing Her Majesty’s Ambas-
sador, Terry Hamill, or the words, ‘Good Friday Agreement Celebra-
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tion’. Yer American are you?" He said it in the same breath and with-
out looking up from my passport. 

"Mmm, yeah." I straightened up. The leather seat puttered. He 
flicked his wrist and sent the beam of his flashlight into my face. I 
squinted and put my hand up to block the light. 

"What brings you to Ireland?" 
The trunk slammed shut behind us and the guard gave Paddy back 

his keys. 
I blew an old man in a watch shop to pieces, and now I'm a fugitive 

from the US government. That's the first thing that came to my mind, 
but before I could open my mouth, Paddy butted in, "Visiting some 
relatives. The boy's grandfather emigrated to America before he was 
born. This is the first he's ever been to his home-country to see the 
rest of his kin." 

The young guy seemed satisfied with that answer. He handed the 
papers back to Paddy. "All right then, I won't hold you up any longer. 
Have a good trip sirs," he said, stepping back from the window. The 
gate in front of us started up, and we pulled through it. 

The dark mountains we had been driving along crumbled into con-
crete buildings, dotted with city lights. Our interstate blended into a 
stoplight, where we sat for a minute. An ambulance cruised across the 
intersection. Then the light was green again. We passed through two 
small cities, then mountains crept up around us again. 

"So, what's happenin’ on the tenth?" I broke the silence. 
"The Good Friday Agreement Celebrat—shite, that's a mouthful 

isn't it? It's the fifteenth anniversary of the IRA’s Ceasefire back in 
nineteen-ninety-eight. It’s not really a holiday, but they decided to 
make a big deal of it this year. Of course, they're not even celebrating 
it on Good Friday either, cause that would be sacrilegious, wouldn't 
it? It's turning out to be quite a big event, though. They’ve got the 
British Ambassador to Ireland attending, a lot of music, food, some 
misty-eyed speech giving. You're telling me you don't know about the 
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Good Friday Agreement? You need a lesson in Irish history, Shirley," 
he chuckled. 

"Well, what do I need to know?" 
"The long and the short of it is that we Irish don't like the British, 

or anyone for that matter, telling us how we ought to live. We just 
want to be left alone—one free, Irish Nation. But to understand that 
you'd have to go back four hundred years or so. The English came 
over, drove us off our own land, then set up rules to make life miser-
able for us just because we were Catholic.  

"About every fifty years since then, a few men get antsy, a little 
brave and, perhaps, a tad drunk, and set out to overthrow the Brits, an' 
reclaim Ireland for the Irish. Every time they've been beaten back, ei-
ther by the Brits themselves or by those loyal to them.  

"That was until Michael Collins and the Easter Rising in 1916. We 
walked out of Parliament, declared ourselves a free nation and told 
those bastards to stick it up their collective arses. That was how Sinn 
Fein and the IRA came about. Of course they didn't like that very 
much. Neither did our puppet government, so they came after us. 
Collins wasn't the head of the 'RA, but he and his boys devised a plan 
to run a long guerrilla war, instead of charging straight into cannon 
fire. It worked for the most part. The English gave us the South, but 
took a nice big slice off the top of the island for themselves and any-
one still singing, 'God save the Queen.’ Problem was—how do I put 
this?"  

He paused for a moment and licked his lips, looking to the side. 
"Well, if you had put all the Protestants and those loyal to the UK to-
gether during that time, you'd barely have filled three counties. They 
took thirteen. That puts you in a hell of a mess with loyalists ruling 
over nationalists, the loyalists being outnumbered ten to one. They 
tried to keep the upper hand by rules that put us out, favoritism to-
wards Protestants and rigged elections. The peace and quiet they 
thought they'd secured didn't last long. The 'RA tried two more times 
to take the North back, then things really got hot. That was in the late 
sixties and it lasted all the way up till the turn of the century." 
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Paddy continued. He was on a roll. I didn't bother asking any ques-
tions or trying to jump in. I was happy not having to talk, and I need-
ed to know this stuff if I was going to figure out what I’d gotten my-
self into, so I just let him ramble. He told me about the bloodshed on 
both sides of the civil war. During the seventies, Catholic nationalists 
had enough of rigged elections and intimidation from the police and 
other loyalist groups. Support for the IRA grew, and people started 
taking their complaints to the streets with protests and civil rights 
marches. On one march, a group of nationalists came over a bridge 
into a Protestant, loyalist town. Two hundred loyalist thugs and off-
duty policemen were waiting for them with bricks, iron bars and bro-
ken bottles. The cops in uniform did nothing, but afterwards they set 
up barricades between Catholic and Protestant areas. That just made 
things worse.  

The IRA split into two groups: the Official IRA, who wanted to 
talk out their problems in Parliament, and the Provisional IRA, who 
decided the answer was more guns.  

Then there were loyalist paramilitary groups, like the Ulster Volun-
teer Force, that terrorized Catholic communities and executed IRA 
members—or anyone they assumed was an IRA member. The police, 
or Royal Ulster Constabulary as they were called back then, did noth-
ing to stop them.  

Like Paddy said, things got hot. The UVF shot and killed a 
Catholic shop owner. Catholics protested and someone threw a 
grenade into a police station. Cops rolled in with M2 Browning ma-
chine guns and started firing. A tracer round killed a nine-year-old boy 
lying in bed in his family's apartment. Riots erupted. Houses burned. 
The Provos went to war with the UVF and the RUC. Bombs exploded 
in hotels, crowded streets and police stations. Catholics were executed 
at police checkpoints by UVF members disguised as cops. Others 
were imprisoned by the Royal Ulster Constabulary without trial. 

The war spread south to Dublin with car bombs exploding on city 
streets. People opened fire in pubs filled with the rush hour crowd. By 
the time both sides worked themselves down to an actual ceasefire at 
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the Good Friday Agreement, over three thousand five hundred people 
had been killed—more than half of them were civilians. Over the next 
few years, groups splintered off from both sides and tried to start 
things up again, but nothing really came from it.  

"Just a bunch of young cucks with rocks," Paddy said. "Most folks, 
Catholic and Protestant, had buried enough of their own by then. 
Death is a hard meal, and they couldn't stomach any more of it. Even-
tually the gunfire puttered out," Paddy grunted as he turned from the 
highway onto a small country road.  

He switched off the car's headlights and leaned forward over the 
steering wheel. I laughed a little to myself. With both his hands grip-
ping the top of the wheel he looked like a fat parrot. It felt good to 
laugh at something. I didn't bother asking about the lights. I knew 
whoever was waiting for us didn't want anybody other than the two of 
us showing up on their doorstep that night.  

The road was mostly dirt and rocks. To our left, a hill bubbled up 
out of the darkness. To the right, a stone wall washed by like a river. 
Paddy cruised down the dirt road easily except for a few rocks that 
jolted the car and a couple of hairpin turns. The sky was incredible. 
No city lights in sight, no smog, just pure black. And the stars, man, 
the stars—they just floated, clean, like crystal, burning holes in the 
night.  

I leaned my forehead against the cold glass of my window. It had 
stopped raining back in the city, but there were still a few drops cling-
ing for their lives in the grooves of the rubber seal. The cold felt good 
on my forehead. I had been running through all the possibilities in my 
mind—trying to figure a way out of this, to make it right, to put things 
back the way they were. The cold slowed things down. All my 
thoughts started to freeze in place. Then the car slammed to a halt.  

Paddy shouted, "Mother of bollocks!" as he hit the brakes.  
I stiffened up straight and grabbed the headrest in front of me. The 

car fishtailed a little and shot a puff of dust up in front us. When it 
cleared, I could see what had surprised Paddy: sheep, maybe twenty 
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or twenty-five, stood aimlessly in the middle of the road and spilled 
down through an opening in the stone wall.  

Paddy laughed, a little out of breath. I laughed too. We had come 
cruising around the corner and there they were, just sitting there. A 
few of them stared straight at us the way I would look at my mom 
when she caught me playing with my GI Joes past bedtime. The rest 
of them ignored us.  

The car door popped open, and Paddy was calling out the sheep. 
He walked towards the flock, yelling at them and waving his hands. I 
couldn't understand a word of what he was saying. He sounded like 
that leprechaun in the Lucky Charms cereal commercials, but older, 
angrier and heavier. Whatever he was saying definitely wouldn't have 
been safe for TV. It worked, though. They slowly started moving. He 
dropped back down into his seat and shut the door with another laugh. 
"I didn't scare ya too bad, did I?" 

"Nah, don't worry 'bout it." 
"Don't know what it is about sheep that makes them think they can 

take on the big wide world. The buggers have no survival instincts 
whatsoever, no natural defenses and a terrible sense of direction to 
boot. They're like little fluffy Houdinis, except they're masters of get-
ting themselves into predicaments and not out of them. I should 
know; my father used to own sheep. Most of the time it was me trying 
to figure out where the hell they'd gone to. Once I'd found them, then 
I’d have to figure out how the hell to get them out of there. I once 
found a sheep in a tree." 

"No way," I said, smiling. 
"You don't believe me?" he asked, putting his hands on the wheel. 

"Ask any one of the boys when we get there." He turned back around 
in his seat and put the car into gear. "I'm not lying to ye, lad." We 
gradually picked up speed as the sheep scattered in front of us. "You 
could say, I'm somewhat of a legend around here," he said into the 
mirror with a smirk.  

!65



HINDSIGHT

Eleven

We arrived thirty minutes later. 
The sky was brightening as we coasted through an opening in the 

stone wall beside us and down the driveway to a small farm. It was 
not what I expected. Cozy lights glowed inside the closest building. I 
could hear laughing as I stepped out of the car.  

A young guy walked through the front door and came towards us. I 
heard him call out to Paddy while I ducked into the trunk to grab my 
bags. When I rounded the lid, there he was. I would have put him at 
seventeen, but he was trying to look older, tougher. The wannabe 
mustache and goatee on his face told me that. 

"Evening, Mr. O’Shea," he greeted me. 
"Shirley's fine." I replied. 
"Shirley, right. Well, it's nice to meet you. Want some help with 

those bags?" he asked. 
"I got 'em." 
I couldn't help but notice how much smoother and higher his voice 

was than Isaac's or Paddy's, and how much lighter he moved. Paddy 
was good natured and easy-going, but I could tell he'd been through 
some shit. This kid, though—he didn't fit. 

"I'm Nicholas. You can call me Nick, though. Either's fine," he 
practically chirped.  

Paddy was already at the front door. "Don't harass the man, 
Nicholas. There'll be plenty o' time for that later," he called back, jok-
ingly.  

Nick stepped aside, and we crunched over the gravel walkway 
leading toward the front door. It was an old house built out of stone 
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slabs. Small ones and big ones in random orders laid horizontal like a 
puzzle. Ivy crawled up on the far right corner. Along the base of the 
house was a flowerbed, where pink and yellow roses bloomed. As we 
walked to the door, their smell grew stronger. Then there were the 
windows, long rectangles on the bottom floor, shorter ones on the top. 
Each window had red trim tracing its edges, same as the front door. 
They met a sloping tiled roof that was crowned by two chimneys.  

I could see people inside through the windows on the right. They 
were seated around a wooden table, laughing and talking loudly. I 
recognized Sleepy instantly. My tongue ran along my lip, tasting the 
iron from where he'd busted my mouth on a table the day before. He 
was looking straight out at me; then I realized he wasn't. He was lis-
tening to someone across the table. They came to the punch line of 
whatever joke they were telling, and a stupid smile spread over 
Sleepy's face. He bobbed in his chair like a happy, little, fat kid. He 
closed his eyes and doubled over; then threw his bald head back in a 
full laugh when someone else jumped in on the joke. As we came up 
to the stoop, I could see that person was Isaac. There was a young 
woman behind him. She put something on the table and walked away. 

The cool morning air suddenly changed to brightness and warmth. 
Paddy had opened the front door. A cheer went up from inside. 

"Well, you gonna stand there looking through the window or ar'ye 
gonna come inside?" he said, reminding me of that giant in the 
Christmas Carol. "Come in and know me better, man." That was my 
full intention, to know exactly who these people were. 

"You'll want to wipe your feet," Nick whispered and then smiled. 
"Aunt Bernie's a pure tyrant when it comes to keeping the place 
clean."  

I scrubbed my feet on the mat that said, "Home is with the people 
you love". 

In the light, I could see Nick's face a little better. He was a good-
looking kid, except for the mustache. Dark hair washed down over his 
forehead and light brown eyes. His nose was a little off—might have 
been broken once. A strong jaw came together in a soft point under 
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his lips. He was wearing a deep purple hoodie over a gray shirt. A 
studded belt tipped his skinny jeans. "Yeah, that'll do," he said, "oh, 
and watch out for the kisses." 

"Wha-?" the word had barely come out of my mouth when I 
looked up and saw a red-haired, older lady coming for me. She had 
left Paddy, who was lumbering into the dining room. Now I was in 
her sights. Nick slid out of the way. Her arms were up to either side of 
her, reaching for me as she closed in. Curls bobbed around her shoul-
ders with each step, and she made that "Oooooo" sound only moms 
and grandmothers make.  

"There's my Shirley!" she said with eyes squeezed almost shut and 
thin red lips. There was some age on her, but the years had been good. 
Her hands latched onto my face, and she kissed me on one cheek, then 
the other and then the mouth. A chuckle went up at the table in the 
next room.  

"Yer just in time," she said six inches from my face, which was 
still locked in her hands. I stood there, not knowing what to do except 
make eye contact. She had big, blue eyes, and she smelled like hot 
tea.  

“Shirley, this is your Aunt Bernie,” Paddy said from somewhere 
over her puff of hair. “She’s actually your Nana’s brother’s wife’s 
cousin.” 

"The food is on the table," she let go of my face with one hand and 
moved in the direction of the group, "and there's a place for you right 
beside Georgie." 

Great, I thought.  
Her other hand took my duffle and put it in the corner. "Just leave 

your bags here by the stairs, and go join everyone," she insisted. Then 
she disappeared back into the kitchen. 

"The lad's a wee bit shy, so your gonna have to introduce your-
selves folks," Paddy grunted himself into his seat.  

I wandered into the dining room and saw Isaac sitting at the far 
side of the round table. A pipe was cradled in his right hand. He was 
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the first to speak. "Shirley, my boy, glad you made it. How was the 
trip?" He smiled.  

Hearing that voice again and seeing that smile, I wanted to throw 
him through the window. "It was good," I said pulling the chair back. 
I took a glance at Sleepy, who looked up at me.  

He gave me a dopey grin and said, in his husky voice, "No hard 
feelings, eh?" and pointed to his lip. 

"Yeah, forget about it," I said and sat down. 
"Fahgetaboutit!" came a voice from behind me. "Who are you, Al 

Pacino?" It was a guy about my age, maybe a few years younger. His 
hair was cropped close. He had a strong brow and sharp brown eyes. 
There was a small scar across his eyebrow and a horseshoe tattooed 
on his neck, peeking out of a yellow and black Rage Against the Ma-
chine T-shirt. "Well, Al, my name's Rory, welcome to Ireland." The 
guys laughed. He stretched his hand toward me.  

I shook it and said, "Shirley." 
"I know," he replied, "Isaac told us the whole story—how you 

blew that gimp straight to hell!" 
"Hey!" Isaac had pulled the pipe away from his mouth, "Wind your 

neck in, Rory," he said. Rory looked at him, sat back in his seat and 
gave me a wink. 

"Here ye go, boys," another guy at the table said as he slid a mug 
of coffee to each of us. I don't remember his name. I didn't see him 
much after that.  

The guys started chatting about something else. What Rory said 
was forgotten like a piece of coal covered up by sand at a beach 
campfire. I didn't forget it, though. The voices trailed off into a mur-
mur, but McAfee’s face still burned in my mind. I raised the mug to 
my lips and tried to put out the fire. Coffee couldn't wash it out, 
though. I was going to pay for that sin and all my others. I didn't 
know how at that point, but I knew the day would come. 

"Okay, gentlemen, breakfast is served," Bernie's voice called from 
the kitchen behind us. Her wide hips led the way through the swing-
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ing door. She spun around to face us with a piping hot casserole dish. 
The smell was delicious. It hit me in the face like a sack of potatoes, 
which was funny, because that's mostly what it was, potatoes and 
cheese. She bent between me and Nick to put it down. "Nick, would 
you be a little star and help Erin with the rest of the food," she asked. 
Then she turned to me. "You do like sausage and bacon, don't you, 
Shirley?" She raised thin eyebrows and nodded her head. 

"Yeah, thanks," I smiled. She reminded me of my grandmother be-
fore she died. 

"Good," she patted me on the shoulder. "I've suffered your pipe 
smoke for long enough, Isaac. I'll not have you ruining my meal with 
it," she said as she straightened up. 

"Aw, come on Bernie," he said almost pouting. "Have mercy on an 
old man." 

"You've had your fill," she said, sauntering over to him and laying 
out her hand. "Hand it over."  

Isaac took one last puff and reluctantly placed the pipe in her hand. 
"One of those days, woman, one of these days," he cracked a smile. 

"You don't scare me, you old dinosaur," she taunted back over her 
shoulder as she waltzed into the kitchen. 

"That I am," he said, then turned to me. "A good woman tells you 
who you are, Shirley, it's best not to argue with her." 

Something hot splattered on my arm. I realized Sleepy had started 
filling my plate for me. 

"You want more?" he asked. 
"That's plenty," I replied, looking at the mountain I already had on 

my plate.  
Nick showed up with the eggs over my other shoulder and sat 

down beside me. The door to the kitchen swung open again, and in 
walked Erin. She was a knockout. Rich brown hair washed over her 
shoulders in slight waves and stopped around the middle of her back. 
Her nose was a perfect line, just slightly rounded at the tip. And her 
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eyes—this girl had eyes that could stop a bullet, deep blue-green un-
der arching eyebrows. She navigated the chairs, fireplace and book-
shelf to her seat by Isaac. She wore a pair of jeans and a blue and pur-
ple flannel over a white tank—comfortable. I couldn't take my eyes 
off her.  

Sleepy elbowed me. I turned sharply and caught a grin from him. 
Erin jumped into the conversation at the table easily. She ribbed Isaac 
about something and flashed a smile, then she glanced my way. Her 
eyes caught mine.  

Pow.  
I felt woozy all of a sudden. 
Isaac started talking, "Erin, I want you to meet our new friend, 

Shirley." 
"Hi Shirley," she said as she reached over the biscuits. 
"Hi," I said back, meeting her hand—yeah, I dazzled her with my 

conversational skills. She shook my hand hard. I could feel the callus-
es on hers, even though they looked so delicate. 

"Erin's father was a good friend of mine," Isaac continued, "Brazil-
ian immigrant. As devout a Catholic, hard a worker and loyal a friend 
as you'd ever meet. God rest his soul." 

All the boys around the table said, "Amen." 
"That reminds me," Isaac said. "We forgot to pray for this feast. 

Bernie, get yer ass in here!" He yelled into the kitchen. 
"Hold yer horses," she came out wiping her hands on her apron. 

"What's all this fuss about, hi?" 
"Well, we can't very well thank the Lord for a meal like this with-

out the cook present," Isaac replied and laid his hands on the table. 
Erin and Sleepy were already putting theirs in his by the time he fin-
ished talking. The group started joining hands around the table. 
Sleepy laid his big paw right next to my plate, palm up. Then Bernie 
broke the circle on my right and grabbed my other hand.  
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It felt wrong praying after what I'd done. I hadn't prayed for years 
anyway. I didn't even bother attending Mass anymore. If God was 
there, he was just as messed up as the rest of us for letting the things 
happen that I'd seen in my life. But it just didn't feel right praying af-
ter what I'd done just the day before. I had been trying to forget that 
kind of stuff, and I was doing alright before that bomb went and blew 
me back to hell.  

Isaac was saying something about family, food and friends, but I 
couldn't take it. Each time I would close my eyes, that dream would 
wash back over me. The face of that watchmaker, McAfee, was wait-
ing for me in the darkness. I kept my eyes open.  

Sleepy's hand released, and I felt the blood rushing back to my 
own. Everybody crossed themselves, murmuring, "In the name of the 
Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost”—everybody except Aunt Bernie. 
She hadn't let go of my right hand yet. She placed her other one on 
top of it and looked down at me. "I'm so glad you're here, Shirley," 
she said, her blue eyes welling up with tears. She patted my hand, 
then leaned down and kissed me on the cheek again. Forks and knives 
started hitting plates as she walked away. 

Conversation drummed up, and people were roaring with laughter 
in no time, but I don't remember what about. It was mostly stories 
from Paddy or Rory. Every now and then, somebody would ask me a 
question to pull me into the conversation. I didn't have much to add, 
but I started to feel comfortable. It was strange. They were like a fam-
ily—my family. Being around them made me feel connected to my 
grandparents, even my mom and dad, everyone I'd lost. It wasn't right. 

I excused myself early, and Bernie showed me my room. It wasn't 
much bigger than a truck-bed, but it was cozy. There was a vanity 
against the wall with a couple of old pictures, and on the creaky 
wooden bed was a quilt Bernie had made. I thanked her for the good 
meal and the place to stay. 

"You can keep your thanks, Shirley," she said. "I'm more than hap-
py to do it. Sleep as long as you like. I'll see you in the afternoon, I'm 
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sure." With that, she backed out of the room and shut the door. I put 
my bags down and fished out a pair of boxers and my toothbrush. 

A nice hot shower was what I was after. Unfortunately, the only 
way to get hot water in Bernie's house was to boil it yourself. Still, I 
needed a shower—needed to wash the last forty-eight hours off of me. 
I just about died of hypothermia, but at least I got clean.  

The curtain wrapped around a little stand alone tub that I couldn't 
imagine anybody being able to lay down in. I turned off the water and 
stood there. Beads rolled off my body in a tiny avalanche. I whipped 
the shower curtain back, and two hollow eyes stared me straight in the 
face. That loud hiss came from his gaping mouth again as the Arab 
boy's face came rushing at me. 

"Shit," I yelped and slipped in the tub. My hand caught the bar that 
the curtain hung on. It creaked at the wall under all hundred and 
eighty-three pounds of me. I let go and flopped into the tub, my legs 
spilling over the edges. My heart was pounding, body quivering and 
breath racing. The boy was gone. I laid my head on the cool porcelain 
rim and told myself, "You gotta get some rest, Shirley. This is getting 
outta hand." I laughed at myself, shaking off the jitters. I looked like 
an upside down turtle. Damn, that tub was cold though, so I pushed 
myself up out of it, dried off and brushed my teeth. 

The moment my head hit the pillow under that slanting ceiling, I 
was out. The last thing I remember was hearing laughter from down-
stairs. I had no nightmares that night, no ghosts of Christmas past, not 
even a rustle to change sleeping positions. I slept long and good and 
hard.  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Twelve

I woke up at two in the afternoon.  
It had been the first full sleep I'd had in three days. I woke up 

slowly, tightening my muscles as I stretched. The raw skin around my 
fingertips had calloused over. I ran my thumb over them while I sat on 
the bed, feet on the cold wooden floor. The scar on my shoulder 
itched. I scratched it. I found some jeans and a hoodie and threw them 
on, then headed downstairs. 

Bernie was in the kitchen humming to herself. Apart from her, the 
house was empty. I pushed through the swing door. She screamed, 
then trailed into a laugh. Clutching her chest in a blue flowered top, 
she said, "Have mercy, Shirley! You want to put an old woman in the 
grave?" Then she went back to laughing.   

"Sorry bout that. Didn’t mean to scare you," I apologized. 
"Oh, I know, child. You're just like your grandfather, you know. 

That old fox used to make sport of creeping up on me like that. Mind 
you, Tommy meant to scare the wits out of me. He succeeded nearly 
every time. But I did get him back a few times myself, you know," 
She said shaking her rolling pin at me. "So you best be watching 
yourself, Shirley." 

She turned back to the table and slapped down a fresh roll of 
dough. "Good Lord, thank you for sparing me," she said as she started 
to roll again. "I hope you don't mind dinner's not for a few more 
hours. There's some leftovers in the fridge there." 

"That's perfect," I said with a smile. I realized I hadn't really 
smiled except for maybe twice in the past four days. I opened the 
fridge, ketchup bottles and jars jingling in the door. 

"Did you sleep well, Shirley?" 
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"Oh, yeah." I turned around with a small yellow casserole dish of 
pot-roast. "This okay?" 

"Sure, sure," she sang. "Grab some corn too, the microwave's over 
in the corner." 

I ate, she cooked, and we talked for an hour or more. Then, after 
lunch, or whatever you'd call leftovers at three in the afternoon, I tried 
to clean up, but Aunt Bernie threw me out of the kitchen. There was 
still a good three or four hours before dinner, so I decided to go for a 
run. 

__ 

The air was crisp and wet. One big grey cloud laid over the sky 
like a giant overpass. I found a path that would take me over the hills 
on the backside of the farm and started down it. I'd barely gotten 
through the gate when I heard footsteps closing in behind me. A 
glance over my shoulder told me it was Nick. 

"Hey, Shirley, mind if I join ye?" he said cheerfully as he caught up 
to me. 

"No problem, kid," I heard myself say, when I'd much rather have 
been alone. 

"Deadly," he replied, picking up the pace with me. "Finished with 
my chores early, so I don't have anything to do till dinner."  

A couple of steps passed without a word. I could tell it was killing 
him. 

"So how do you like it so far?" He asked. 
"It?" 
"Ireland? County Derry? This place?" 
"Haven't seen much of it till this afternoon, but I like it." 
"You haven't seen anything yet, Shirley," he said. "Not that Derry 

isn't beautiful, but there's so much more to Ireland than just these hills 
here. It's the best country in the world. I haven't been much of any-
where else, but I know people that have, and that's what they tell me."  
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I kept my pace.  
"You traveled much, Shirley?" he asked. 
A puffy cloud of sheep came into view as we topped a little hill. 
"Yeah, I been a few places," I said absently, staring at the sheep 

and taking in the hills. 
"Is that right? Like where?" he followed. 
"Nowhere you'd wanna go Nick. Nowhere like this." I looked at 

him jogging beside me. He didn't get outdoors much. Hair was plas-
tered onto his forehead by sweat. The grey hoodie he wore bounced 
around on his shoulders with every stride. His chicken legs wobbled 
in heavy footsteps. 

I sped up just a little bit. After that, Nick didn't have any more 
questions for me. He was too busy trying not to black out. 

Two more hills, and I was feeling it too—a fire blowing around my 
legs. "In through the nose, out through the mouth," I said over my 
shoulder to Nick who was starting to lag behind. "Breathe out twice 
as much as you breath in." 

"Got it," he nodded and ducked his chin to take in another gasp 
through the mouth.  

I turned back to the road ahead of me. I was one to be talking. I felt 
like the fat kid in PE with about a gallon of orange Fanta in my gut. It 
had been a long time since I'd run just for the sake of running, but I 
needed it. I didn't realize how badly I needed it till my lungs started 
aching on the last hill. It was like I was banging on a prison door, and 
the hinges were finally starting to give. That's the best way I can de-
scribe the feeling. 

The last hill made it all worth it, at least I thought so. Nick proba-
bly would have disagreed if he could have actually formed words at 
that point. We crested the hill and came to a pile of rocks. Nick dou-
bled over catching his breath, but I couldn't take my eyes off the view. 
The valley on the other side of the hill spilled out below us. Trees 
washed up the slopes of the hills on the right side. They were thick 
down in the basin, where they crowded around a lake shore. When the 
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lake met the land on the far side, they became a forest. Taller hills 
stood on that side. The sun was coming down on their ridges. It had 
dipped below that overpass cloud and was washing everything in 
golden light.  

I closed my eyes and felt the cool wind and the warmth of the sun. 
I opened them again, and I was the only person in the world. It was 
one of those moments you want to lock up and keep for later—like 
when you were a kid and you knew your mom had packed something 
special in your lunchbox. You wouldn't let that thing out of your sight. 

I bent down to retie my shoes. Something caught my eye on anoth-
er hill to the right. 

"What's that?" I pointed to what looked like the ruins of an old 
house or a small castle. It had a tower on the side facing the farm. The 
top of that tower had been lopped off. The rest of the castle was in the 
same shape. Huge rocks laid on the ground below missing chunks of 
the wall. 

"Oh, that?" Nick started, then gulped in a breath, "Flonayan's 
Keep. That's the name it goes by ‘round here. No one knows what it 
really was, so everyone basically makes up their own story for it. The 
man who found it was Coinneach Flonayan. That's why they named it 
Flonayan's Keep. You wanna go have a look?" he asked all noncha-
lant, but his eyes were begging me to say, "No."  

I sized up the climb. "Na, we better get back for dinner." The kid 
had taken enough punishment for one day. 

The run back was easier. It had taken us around an hour and a half 
to get there. We made it back in half of that. Both of us were out of 
breath and soaked in sweat by the time we stumbled through the gate. 
I take that back. I was out of breath. Nick was heaving for dear life. 

"You gonna live, Nick?" I called to him over the light rain that was 
breaking. 

"Barely," he yelled back. 
"Up for another jog?" I teased him. 
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"Yeah, sure thing," he paused to breath. "I'll give you a head start." 
He chuckled and dropped to the ground. 

"I'll go get the wheelbarrow," I straightened up, feeling that tingle 
at the base of my back. He laughed, and I helped him to his feet. 

__ 

The shower was so cold it shrunk my nuts to the size of popcorn 
kernels. I threw on some warm grey sweats and headed down for din-
ner. The smell of Bernie's cooking was so good, I almost melted down 
the stairs. 

I heard the voices before I ever rounded the corner. Isaac was 
there, and he was talking with someone—Paddy, it sounded like. Pad-
dy was so angry I barely recognized him. They spoke in whispers, but 
I could hear it in his voice. He was about to break through the whisper 
into a full-on yell. 

"...do this, Isaac!" he hissed. "You know I'm your best mate. That's 
why I'm askin' you to leave it be. We can find another way."  

Silence.  
I stopped three steps from the bottom floor. 
"I'll have no part in it you hear me?" Paddy grunted and slid his 

chair back.  
I shifted my weight and the stair creaked, so I took the last two and 

walked around the corner like I'd come straight from the top. 
Three sets of eyes were on me. Paddy was standing already. Isaac 

was in his usual spot in the corner facing me. Rory was there too, sit-
ting across from Paddy, who had started gathering his keys and hat. 

"Shirley, my boy," Paddy started, pocketing his lighter, wallet and 
keys, "I hope ye don't mind, but I won't be joining you for dinner 
tonight. 

"Are ye leaving, Paddy?" Aunt Bernie called from behind the 
kitchen door, then followed her voice through it. 
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"'Fraid so Bernie," Paddy smiled. "Katherine's expecting me down 
at O'Toole's." 

"Ah, well you can't keep a pretty thing like Miss McKleary wait-
ing. You better get a move on, Casanova." 

"I will," Paddy replied, a lot happier too, "But not without a little 
sampling of your masterpiece tonight." He dipped three fingers into 
the bowl of mashed potatoes she was carrying and scooped them into 
his mouth. Bernie slapped his hand and then his back as he turned to-
wards me. 

"Mmmmm," he said lifting his eyebrows while Bernie herded him 
out of the dining room. "Maybe I could stay awhile and just send 
Shirley dressed up as me. He just needs a few sofa cushions is all." He 
patted my stomach as he walked by me and grabbed his coat. "Give 
him a couple a years, let him get mauled by a bear and he'd be my 
spitting image!"  

He had opened the door and was halfway through when he ducked 
his head back in. "Besides, you know that if you weren't married 
Bernie, I'd be on you like wool on a sheep." 

Bernie was shaking a spoon at him playfully. He winked at her, 
then looked at me, and his smile faded. "Shirley," he said and then 
shut the door. 

"Have a seat, Shirley," I heard over my shoulder. Isaac was mo-
tioning to Paddy's chair, still edged out from the table. I walked into 
the dining room and took the chair.  

"Rory, how ya doin?" I said as I sat down under the low hanging 
glass lampshade. 

"Not a bother, Shirley," he was cleaning out the barrel of a Ruger 
GP100 .357 revolver. "Heard you've been out for a bit of a run." 

"Yeah, needed to clear my head and all," I said back, eyeing the 
piece. 

"Well, that's a perfectly fine idea," Isaac rasped and took a puff of 
his pipe. "Sounds like you made it back just in time."  
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The rain had picked up outside. I noticed it after he mentioned it. 
 "Shirley, you ever do any hunting?" he cocked an eyebrow. He 

looked like Popeye with the pipe in his mouth. All he needed was a 
can of spinach. "Your pa was quite the gamesman, but I didn'a know 
if he ever took you out in the woods with him when you were a boy." 

"Yeah, I got out with him some," about every winter, actually, from 
when I was thirteen till I left home. I didn't think Isaac deserved to 
know that much. "Used to go out with a couple other guys too." 

"Your pa was a crack shot. We used to say he'd been born with an 
Enfield rifle tucked between his legs instead of a tallywacker. The 
man could shoot the cork off a wine bottle without breaking the 
glass," he chuckled. "When Tommy and I were just weans there was a 
duck on my farm that thought it was a rooster. Used to fly up to my 
roof at four in the morning and quack its lungs out till seven.  

"Your pa and I thought we'd do everyone a favor and put it out of 
our misery. So we stole my father's rifle and woke up early one morn-
ing—we were only eleven at the time. Well, we waited for the duck to 
start quacking. He must have known it'd be his last day on this earth, 
‘cause he took his sweet old time getting up there that morning. About 
five o'clock, he let loose. Tommy and I were waiting behind the tree 
in my front yard. We had fallen asleep. 

'Shite, Tommy, there he is now,' I said slapping your pa on the 
shoulder.  

"He rolled over and lifted the gun. I helped him hold the rifle. 
Tommy sighted the bird in and let him take three more quacks—it 
only seemed right. We were both so jittery we were shaking. I don't 
know how Tommy got the shot off, but he did. Kaapow! Loud as a 
thunderclap, the shot went." 

Rory laid his gun on the table and got up to walk into the kitchen. 
Isaac continued, “The recoil kicked us both to the ground. We 

scrambled back up to our feet just in time to see the lights go on in my 
father's bedroom. When my da opened the front door, he saw two 
young scutterpullets as proud as pigs in the mud. One of us was hold-
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ing up his rifle, the other, a bloody mess of feathers that used to be the 
hated duck."  

Rory came back through the kitchen doors with three bottles of 
Guinness and set them down on the table. 

"Thanks," I said. 
“Far from the high praise we were expecting, I believe his words 

were, 'What the hell do ye think yer doin’?’ 
"We hadn't thought about what being woken up at five a.m. by a 

gunshot would do to the old man. We both got a good whooping for it. 
Tommy got the worst of it, though, by far. First, by my father, then 
after a mile and a half walk back to his gaff, by his father." 

Isaac was wheezing laughter by then. Rory and I had joined in. 
Isaac took a sip from the bottle in front of him. "Anyway, Shirley," 

he broke the bottle away from his lips, "the reason for me asking is 
that we're going out for a bit of a hunt tomorrow." 

"Oh yeah?" 
"We were wondering if you'd like to join us," he continued. Rory 

leaned back in his chair. His finger flicked the chamber of his gun and 
sent it spinning. He looked up at me. 

"I didn't bring a gun," I turned to Isaac. 
"Don't worry bout that, Shirley," Isaac tapped out his pipe. "I've 

got a spare you can borrow." 
"Alright. What are we huntin'?" 
"Fox," Rory said with a smile.  
"Jans, Bernie's husband, has a fox that's giving him some trouble," 

Isaac explained. "So we're getting the boys together tomorrow to take 
care of the little bastard. Would you like to come along?" 

"Sure," I said, bringing the bottle of Guinness up to my lips. Its 
thick flavor went down just right. 

"Alright then," Isaac smiled. "The grandson of the legendary 
Tommy O'Shea," he said with a flourish. "We'll see if that saying's got 

!81



HINDSIGHT

any truth to it, if the apple does fall far from the tree or not." He raised 
a toast, "Sláinte." I leaned over the table. Our bottles clinked. 

The kitchen door swung open and Bernie walked in with a plate of 
steaks. "Rory, I won't have any guns at me dinner table. You put that 
away now," she said in a firm, motherly voice with just a glance in his 
direction. 

He spun the chamber one more time. Then he flicked his wrist as 
he looked up at me. The chamber snapped back into place.  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Thirteen

Darkness spread out in front of me in two levels, like a double-lay-
ered cake.  

White lights speckled the water—icing between the layers. The 
breeze was cold.  

A semi blew past behind me. Wind hit me in ripples, then the 
sound came screaming into my ear. It was a strangled choir of voices 
playing over the truck's humming tires. I spun around, but only caught 
the back of it. The license plate read SPH 964. It was a diplomatic tag. 
Before the truck faded off the other side of the bridge I was standing 
on, I caught the driver's face in the mirror—what was left of it. He 
wore a thin comb-over and an expression that was somewhere be-
tween a smile and a death stare. Even though he was Asian, his skin 
was pale grey. His wide nose pulled up towards the right. That's what 
it does when a 5.56mm bullet plows through your eye just above the 
lid. It had taken his eyeball with it on its trip out the back of his skull 
and left his socket looking like someone had dug into it with an ice 
cream scooper. The mirror passed the last peach-glowing lamppost. 
On the trailer, the latch rattled off its catch. It clanged against the 
doors as they drifted open on their hinges.  

Bodies. Dead ones. Piled up on top of each other like old clothes. 
Arms and legs stuck out of the heap. They shook and shifted with the 
sway of the trailer. 

Just before it passed the last lamppost, one of them tumbled out of 
the bed. It hit the concrete, bounced and spun. Long, wavy hair, torn 
up clothes, arms and legs whipped out and twirled like she was a bal-
lerina. She landed again, cracking bones on the concrete; then she was 
back in the air, spinning a frenzy. Whack! And back in the air, chasing 
the truck into the darkness. She wasn't going to catch up, though. Her 
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body bounced and twirled a few more times, landing hard. She rolled 
to a stop on her face. 

From the back of my head, I watched myself turn from her to the 
water again. My hair wasn't short, though, and "dusty blond" like my 
mom would say. It was thinning. It was light and wispy with 
streaks of white in it. I was my grandfather again. Even before the 
wrinkled lines, before the jutting chin and sharp blue eyes, I knew I 
was him.  

Behind me, or my pa, the girl had started to move, but she was 
blurry. The face of my pa was the only thing in focus. Then I could 
see her clearly. Teeth had been knocked out of her mouth. A black 
ooze matted her long hair to her face, but two big eyes looked through 
it. Her hand slid back under her shoulder. Bones were snapped clean 
all through her body. It made her look like one of those old wooden 
puppets that someone had cut all the strings off of. Half her forearm 
laid flat on the road, the other half twisted her elbow up. She began to 
crawl. It was a jerky slither. I could hear the rough edges of broken 
bones grinding against each other. Then a tendon or something would 
snap and limbs would drop flat and immediately jerk up again. What-
ever she was, she was coming for me.  

I tried to will myself to turn around—the me that was my pa. I 
screamed in my head, but there wasn't anything to hear, only light 
waves hitting the bridge post below. The girl moved closer.  

My pa wore a hospital gown with small blue clumps of flowers 
printed on it. Then I was looking through his eyes again as he bent 
over the rail to look at the posts. He came up and there was nothing 
behind him. Nothing but the girl's calf that dragged her foot below the 
line of his shoulder and out of sight.  

The wind blew from behind him out into the darkness. I, my pa, 
stared into it. A flicker of long wavy hair whisked by my ear. I turned, 
slowly.  

Something skittered across my belly like the legs of a cockroach. I 
looked down into bulging black eyes. Rotten, bloody fingers latched 
onto my hospital gown and clawed up to the collar. I tried to fight 
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free. Her mouth dropped open in a shriek. Cold railing pressed into 
my back at that moment. She jerked up at my face. Without thinking, 
I threw myself back, flipping over the railing and into space. She still 
had a grip on the gown when my ankle clanged off the railing. It tore 
free, leaving me naked, staring at the world as it spun around me. 

City lights. Boats at the docks. Water. My shoulder glowing from 
the moon. Stars in the darkness. The underbelly of the bridge. The 
wind in my ears. A floating hospital gown. Black water. Splash!  

The cold hit me first. Every muscle in my eighty-year-old body 
seized up. The top of my chest felt like a confetti popper about to 
blow. I pawed at the water, trying to find the surface. Seaweed 
touched my foot and sent a tingle up my leg. I pushed off a rock cov-
ered in moss. It was murky, dark. I could barely make out my hand in 
front of me. I reached over my head and drove it down. It snagged on 
more seaweed. I yanked my arm back, but the seaweed was wrapped 
in between my fingers, and it pulled whatever it was attached to to-
wards me. It wasn't seaweed, though. It was human hair. A half-eaten 
face came drifting close to mine. The eyes shot open. I gasped and 
choked on a mouthful of saltwater. My chin shot up, and I fought with 
everything in me to get to the surface. My arms and legs flailed to get 
some momentum, while I struggled to stop choking. A hand grabbed 
my foot below me. I kicked free and climbed up through the icy wa-
ter. Every stroke was a fight through human hair, arms and legs. Eight 
feet up, I started to lose consciousness. My pulse pounded in my tem-
ples. I heard myself making little gulps, my body whimpering for air. 

The volume on everything turned down. I felt the waves swaying 
me. The tightness in my chest opened, and I told myself to take one 
more breath. It was over. One more breath. Just one more. I did. 

Cold seawater filtered into my lungs and brought me back. I 
gagged, choked in more and grabbed my chest to stop and swallow it. 
I screamed through the urge to choke again and drove up with three 
more thrusts. My left hand tipped through into the night air. I threw it 
down and plunged up through the surface. 

__ 
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Stale, attic-room air flooded my lungs in heaving breaths. I sat up-
right in bed, covered in sweat; eyes wide open, looking around the 
small bedroom. It was raining outside, and drops of it tapped on the 
window. 

A milky glow blurred the dresser in front of me and the pictures on 
top of it. I wiped my eyes and a runny nose on my sleeve, then yanked 
the sweater off over my head. Things were a little clearer, but my 
throat felt like somebody'd scraped it with a cold knife. I threw off 
Aunt Bernie's quilt and headed downstairs for a drink. 

The house was dark, except for a light coming from the dining 
room. When I creaked off the second to last step and looked around 
the corner, though, no one was there. That was the first time I noticed 
the stitching that Bernie kept on the wall. It was in Gaelic and was 
framed. It read, 

“Chan fhiach cuirm gun a còmhradh” 
Under the Gaelic was an English translation that said, 
“A feast is no use without good talk.” 
On the other side of the room, in a dark corner, was another one. It 

read, 
“Brìgh gach cluiche gu dheireadh.” 
That one didn’t have a translation. 
I walked past two wooden tables and pushed open the swinging 

kitchen door. 
Erin looked up from the far side of the island. She was beautiful, 

and she scared the shit out of me. My heart slapped into my chest like 
a fish hitting the deck of a boat.  

"Woah, shi-," I half-breathed, half-shouted and fell back into the 
door. I forgot it was a swinging door, so one second I was standing in 
the kitchen, the next, I was somersaulting out onto my ass in the din-
ing room. I laid there, laughing.  
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Erin was through the door in the next second, almost tripping over 
me. She looked down at me, her mouth open in a huge smile. She 
immediately broke into a laugh too, doubling over and throwing her 
head up. She sat down on the floor by my leg, crying, she was laugh-
ing so hard. I couldn't breathe, and my face hurt. 

"You want a hand?" She asked, trying to hold back more laughter 
and failing at it. 

"Sure," I said. 
She wiped tears away, took my hand and stood up. 
"Well, Shirley," she said over her shoulder as she pushed through 

the kitchen door. I followed her in. "Judging by your sudden trip out 
of the kitchen, I assume you didn't come down here to spend time 
with me. What can I fix you?" 

"Oh, uh, water would be fine. I just needed a drink." 
I took the stool beside hers and a glance at the book she had been 

reading. "’Factors and Systems of Neural Science,’ that's some weird, 
late-night reading," I said, waiting for her reaction. She turned around 
from the cupboard. 

"Oh!" she said, realizing what I was talking about. "Right. Yeah, 
growing up on a farm I read anything I can get my hands on. Reminds 
me there's heaps more world out there and a hell of a lot we don't 
know about it. I found this with some books lying in Isaac's library." 
She turned back around and opened the fridge. "That was nice of you 
today, taking Nicky on a run with you, even though you nearly killed 
him," she said with a laugh. 

"I did, didn't I?" I joined in. 
"He almost passed out in the kitchen telling us about it, but that 

didn't stop him from yammering on for half an hour. I think he really 
looks up to you." She sat down a glass of water in front of me and 
took her seat. "It's good for him that you're here." 

"That's the thing I don't get," I replied, "What's he doing here? I 
mean, with Isaac and Rory and those guys?" 
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She looked at me, puzzled, "Well, Rory's his older brother, Shirley. 
Where do you think he'd be?" 

"Oh, I didn't know that. Guess it makes sense, then—him hanging 
around the guys." 

"The boys never really knew their father. He ran out on them when 
Rory was nine." She leaned over her cup of tea. "Rory took it hard. 
He got angry, joined a gang and spent some time in prison." 

"What'd he do?" I asked. 
"Robbery, assault, who knows what else. When he got out, he was 

trying to clean himself up and went looking for a job. He bumped into 
Isaac at a pub somewhere, and Isaac gave him one. Nick, of course, 
just wanted to be with his big brother. It's better they're working for 
Isaac than in prison together." 

I'm not so sure 'bout that, I thought.  
She blew over the cup of tea. Steam lifted from its surface and 

whipped away in front of her pouty lips. She brought the cup to them. 
"So, what's your story?" I asked. 
"Mmm?" She said, raising her eyebrows and looking at me over 

the cup. It was still at her lips, so I decided to expand my question. 
"How did you end up here with Isaac and the rest of 'em?" 

Her lips parted. "Well, you already know ‘bout my da. He worked 
on an oilrig back in Brazil. He came to Ireland looking for a better 
job. Isaac liked him and found him some thing down at the docks. He 
met a gorgeous Irish woman, then got married, and, a year later, I 
came along." She took another sip.  

"I was five when she died. Cancer," she said it with a glance down. 
"That left dad and me. Poor man didn't have a clue how to raise a 
girl." She laughed a little. "He did the best he could anyway. It was 
hard. We always missed her, but he found a way to make life grand 
with just the two of us.  

"One day, when I was in what, for you in the US, would be the 
fourth grade, Isaac came to pick me up from school. I knew some-
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thing bad had happened. He had a teddy bear in his hand, but he didn't 
look very happy—you know, how someone giving a gift would be." 
Her hand did a circle ‘round her face.  

"He smiled, but I could tell it was hard for him to do it.  
'There you are, lady,' he said. When I asked him what was wrong, 

he knelt down and put the bear in my arms.  
'Where's my da?' I asked him.  
His eyes looked down at that and he swallowed. 'Uncle Isaac has 

something he needs to tell you, but it's hard to say,' he said. Then he 
told me how good a man and friend my father was—things I already 
knew of course. I was terrified. My head felt like a snow-globe that 
somebody was shaking. I just stared at him with wide eyes when he 
finally got around and said it, 'Your father, he died today, Erin. He's in 
heaven with your mother now.' I shook my head no, no, no. His hand 
had been rubbing my arm. I jerked away from it. 

"I ran away. Ran home and opened the door, yelling my da's name. 
Expected I'd hear him call back from the kitchen over a hot pot of rice 
and beans. I went to every room in our flat, but he wasn't there. I fi-
nally curled up in his bed and cried myself to sleep. Isaac came by 
sometime in the night and slept on the sofa. The next morning, he 
made me breakfast. He told me he would stay with me till after the 
funeral, then I could come live with Aunt Bernie and Uncle Jans. So, 
I've been here since then." 

"Wow," I said. "Sorry 'bout all that." It was clumsy, but it's hard to 
come up with anything else when somebody backs the dump truck of 
their life up on you and just offloads a story like that. Shit, things had 
been almost as bad for her as they had for me. 

"It's been a good life, living here. Bernie and Jans could never have 
kids. They gave me a home, a new family and all the love in the 
world." She stopped. "Sorry," she said, "you probably didn't want to 
hear all of that. But that's the story." 

!89



HINDSIGHT

"No, no problem at all. I mean, I asked. Thanks for telling me." We 
sat there for a minute. She cradled that cup of tea. I traced lines down 
the beads of condensation on the side of my glass. 

I decided to ask the question that was itching in my brain. "Did 
you ever find out what happened to him?" 

She sighed, "I asked Isaac sometime that week. He told me that 
some bad men had found him. They wanted him to give them some-
thing very valuable. He wouldn't do it, no matter how bad they beat 
him up. They told him they were going to come after me. He fought 
them and died so they couldn't hurt me to get to him." 

"Did he tell you who they were or what he was protecting?" I 
asked. 

"I wanted to know. I wanted to have someone to blame, to hate for 
it. Isaac, though, he told me it was better that I didn't know. He said, 
'Life's too short to spend on hate and revenge.' Wouldn't tell me any-
thing more than that." 

I almost snorted. I wondered when he decided to wipe his ass with 
that little slice of wisdom. Almost like she had read my mind, Erin 
looked up from her cup and said, "He's a good man, Shirley." 

I searched her eyes for a moment. If she really knew him, there's 
no way she could believe what she was saying. 

"Well, now you know my sob story, Shirley," she pushed her long 
hair back off her shoulder. "How ‘bout we hear yours." 

"Oh, me? I don't got much of a story to tell," I said with a grin. 
"Bollocks," she said, tossing a hand towel at my face. I pulled it 

off, laughing. "I know you're hidin' quite a few dirty little secrets, Mr. 
O’Shea, grandson of the mighty Tommy O'Shea." 

"Oh, please don't start that again," I begged her.  
She laughed. "Been a bit overwhelming, the stories and such? And, 

how everyone's sayin' you're just alike, from your sandy hair to your 
sarcasm?" 
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"Yeah, a bit," I answered, finishing up my glass of water. "It's nice 
to hear so much about him from everybody, though. There are a bunch 
of stories that I'd never heard before. It seems like there's only good 
things to say, so I guess if I'm gonna be the 'spitting image of a man'," 
I mocked my best Irish accent, "he's a good man for it to be." 

"Well, if it's any consolation," Erin smiled, "you're not as impres-
sive as the man they make him out to be," she scrunched her nose and 
shook her head, "at all." 

"Well, thanks. Thanks for that," I said as her smile widened. 
"That's very comforting." 

"But seriously, Shirley, what happened to him? I hope you don't 
mind me asking. Why would a man who'd been a hero to his friends, a 
good husband and father and a Catholic," she emphasized that last 
point, "why would he decide to end his own life at seventy-?" 

"Seventy-three," I helped her find the number. "Seventy-three. I 
don't know." I turned my hands up on the table. "He was a good man, 
but something happened to him just before my nan died. He wasn't 
ever really the same—not a bad person or anything, just like he start-
ed turning the lights out." I tapped the table with a finger. "Never 
dreamed he'd throw himself off a bridge, though. Like you said, he 
was a good Catholic, and good Catholics don't commit suicide, no 
matter how bad things get. I've always figured it was murder, but 
there were never any suspects. After a while, I just gave up and let it 
be what it was." I drained the last sip of water out of my glass and set 
it down on the table.  

Erin didn't say anything. She just looked at me with those soft 
blue-green eyes that knew my brand of pain. 

"Like you said, maybe it's better I don't know." 
She smiled.  
"Anyway," I changed the subject, "you know anything about this 

hunt tomorrow?" 
"Typical male stuff," she said, "A bunch of boys finding an excuse 

to go out and kill something." She gave me a sly grin.  
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We talked a little bit more—lighter stuff. Then, at around two thir-
ty, she traced her finger around the lip of her coffee mug and said, 
"Well, Shirley, we'd best be getting to bed."  

My mouth went dry.  
Without hesitating, she continued, oblivious to what I thought she 

meant, "I've got my chores in a few hours and you've got to wield a 
loaded weapon. You had better get some sleep, or you may actually 
kill poor Nick tomorrow." 

"You've got a point.” I grunted, then stood up to wash my cup. 
"No, you don't," she stopped me. "Go on to bed. I'll take care of 

that." 
"I can get it." 
"I know you can, but Aunt Bernie's got her ways, and unless you've 

got a certificate from the Bernadette O’Raithbheortaigh School of 
Kitchening, that's as close as you get to the sink." With that, she raised 
two perfect eyebrows and snatched my cup out of my hand. 

"Thanks, Erin," I said, as happy as I'd been in months. 
"Goodnight, Shirley," she said, turning on the faucet. 
"Goodnight."  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Fourteen

"Shirley, I want you to meet Susannah," Isaac rasped. 
 He handed a beat-up Browning .22 caliber rifle over the dining 

table to me. 
"You say that like it's an honor," Rory said over half a biscuit. 
Nick and Sleepy chuckled while I rubbed my eyes with my palms. 
"Why the hell not?" Isaac sipped a blue trimmed cup of coffee. 

"She's older and truer than any friend I've ever known." Then he 
turned to me and said, "Your pa, the exception, lad." 

"Emphasis on the 'older' part, there boys," Rory shook a slice of 
bacon. "She may be a beauty, but that rifle's an antique, Isaac. Be-
longs in a museum, not a gun cabinet." 

Isaac leaned back in his chair. "Scoff now, boys, but we'll see 
who's bringing home the foxtail come lunchtime." 

"You like your odds do you, old man?" Rory leaned forward and 
scooped a spoonful of scrambled eggs into his mouth. 

"They do this every time," Nick whispered over my left shoulder. 
Rory continued, "A bottle of Murray's finest to the man who puts 

the furry bugger out of his misery." 
"I've a better idea," Isaac answered back. "What say we keep the 

teams as they are, but mix the tracking parties? Nick and Shirley will 
go with me; Dillon and Sleepy will go with you. First man with the 
kill-shot takes the prize for his team." 

“Tell you what," Rory replied, “I’ll take Shirley and that gimp of a 
rifle he’s holding.” 

“Changing your mind, are you?” Isaac grinned. 
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“No. Just don’t think it’d be fair to Nicky to leave him with you 
and this old broomstick.” 

“Suit yourself,” Isaac said. “You’ll be glad with the trade, I’m 
sure.” 

Rory gulped down the last of his tea. “Shirley, me boy, I'm gonna 
do you a favor and stop by the tool-shed on the way out. You'd have 
more luck with a shovel than you would with a musket like that. And 
we wouldn't want you blowing off your thumbs with a gun that hasn't 
been fired in fifteen years." 

The whole table laughed at that, including Isaac. Then we hushed 
down real quickly when we remembered that it was four a.m. and not 
everyone else was going out to hunt foxes. 

__ 

Stars were still out when we found the trail, or "sloop" as Isaac 
called it. 

"Got something," Nick called from the fence ahead. We had come 
out of the house and walked down to the left side of the property. 
That's where they put the sheep at night. There was a small stream 
that ran under the fence and into the sheep's pen. Isaac figured the fox 
was getting in through there. 

"It's about fucking time," Rory mumbled. We had been wandering 
around looking for tracks or droppings for twenty minutes. 

"He's a crafty little bastard," Isaac said from the outside of the 
wall. "The prints end ten meters up this way." He was already walking 
up the creek. The rest of us climbed over the wall, except for Nick, 
who was walking along with Isaac. 

We are shadows—shadows without bodies. That's what I remember 
thinking as we hopped over the creek-bed, mumbling to each other 
and cursing under our breath when we'd misstep a rock and almost 
twist an ankle. 
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The moon cut our faces in hard angles, turning sleepy expressions 
into hollowed out cheeks and empty eye sockets. At about thirty feet 
the trail dove into the creek. Light, four-footed fox prints disappeared 
into the water. 

"I think it's best we split this party up into doubles, cover more 
ground," Dillon spoke up from a tall clump of grass. 

"Not a bad idea," Rory said. "Shirley and I will take the right. The 
rest of you gimps can take the road back to town. Go ahead and get us 
that table and bottle of whiskey at Murray’s. We don't want you to be 
wastin' your time out here." 

The boys chuckled.  
"Alright, then," Isaac croaked, "Shirley and Rory take the right. 

Nick and I'll continue up the creek. Dillon and Sleepy, you two see if 
you can find anything to the left." 

To the right was a lake of tall grass. Rory led the way and we glid-
ed through it as quietly as possible. 

"Shite!" Rory said after he'd already waded through to the other 
side of the grass. I was three steps behind him.  

"What happened?" I asked over his shoulder. He was looking 
down.  

"Shite," he said, "or shit, as you Yanks would say it. Either way, it's 
telling us that we're on the right track." He squatted down, and I could 
see that was exactly what it was.  

"See that?" he pointed.  
I popped down beside him.  
"Berries," I said. 
"There's a thicket up fornent yon," he motioned straight and to the 

left. "I'm guessin' we'll find the little bugger close to one of those 
bushes." 

"Sounds good," I grunted as we stood up. 
A yard later, Rory decided he wanted to get to know me better. 
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"I hear you're a bit of a crack shot, Shirley." 
"Oh yeah? Who told you that?" I said, looking up at the sky, which 

was a brightening, deep, electric blue with just a few wisps of clouds 
over the hills above us. 

"Isaac, of course,” Rory came back. “Same man who told me you'd 
spent some time behind bars yourself. Sounds like we've got a bit 
more in common than I thought.” He turned with a stiff neck, 
wrapped up in a thick scarf and gave me half a smile. 

"You did time? What for?" I played dumb—wanted to see where it 
would get me. 

He stopped, looked me straight in the eye. The scar on his eyebrow 
bobbed up like a fishing lure as the rest of his face made an "oh, hell" 
expression. He turned back to the trail and kept walking. 

"Well, seeing as you're a brother of the orange cloth...after my da 
walked out on us, I joined a gang. They're called 'the Westies'." 

"The Westies?" I asked, trying to hide a chuckle. I actually had 
heard of them back in the US, but with a name like that, it was hard to 
take them seriously. 

"I know it sounds like Kermit-the-Frog shite,” he laughed, “but 
those motherfuckers were anything but. Give the Westies a choirboy 
like my brother. In four months, he'll be stumbling out of a Quik Stop 
covered in blood with a shotgun, a switchblade and about a pint of ice 
in his veins. Batshit-fucking-insane." 

"So what happened to you?" 
"Few months in, I got nicked for aggravated assault. When they 

found some smack on me, they locked me up for four years." 
"That's pretty steep." 
"I got out in two. Consider myself lucky, anyway. Most of the 

blokes I was with before are either buried in a shallow grave or a 
closed casket—those that aren't coked out of their minds, they are. I 
guess the good Lord heard all my momma's prayers for me." He 
crossed himself with a cigarette he'd just lit, then flicked it off into the 
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stream. "That was before she converted to alcoholism. Saint Joseph 
Cuervo is hearing her confession these days. This looks like the spot." 
He pointed the barrel of his gun at another set of droppings.  

These were easier to see with the sky lighting up a bit. They were 
fresh too. The prints ran into a thick clump of trees ahead of us, stop-
ping around a gnarled, old tree at the front of the bunch. To the right, 
under a massive granite boulder peeking out of the hillside, were a 
crop of bushes with the same berries that were in that fox shit. The 
gnarled, old tree was about thirty to forty feet away. It looked like a 
candle melting. Its trunk was streaked and knobbed. Roots pooled up 
on the ground beneath it. There was a dark spot where the grass ran 
out. Rory noticed I was looking at it and walked over to it. 

"More prints," he mumbled. "Sharp eye you've got there, Shirley." 
The dark spot was actually a hole the fox must have dug out under 

the roots. Rory knelt down, unzipped his jacket and pulled his hand 
up into his sleeve. He found an open spot between the roots and 
pushed his wrist through. He kept going until his face was laying on 
the tangle of roots. 

"It's deep," he said. "Who knows, Shirley, you may have found 
some buried trea-" the word snapped off with a yelp of pain. His eyes 
squeezed shut. Yanking his hand out, he fell back from the tree. I 
stepped over to him quickly. He broke into a high laugh as he looked 
up at me. 

"Ack, got ye, didn't I?" 
"Shit," I laughed. "Yeah, you did." I helped him up. 
"Well, it’s nice to know you care, Shirley. I was beginning to think 

you didn'a like me." 
"Heh," I evaded that question. 
"Anyway, our fox, isn't in that hole," Rory brushed off his sleeve, 

"but he'll be back. Fresh tracks leading up to it, fresh shite along the 
way—it’s his home alright. We'd better find a place downwind to set 
up our surprise party for the little gom. Sun's almost up, and he's like-
ly on the way back now." 
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We found a spot to the left on a small rise at the edge of the forest. 
I'd picked it out. From there, we could spot the fox approach if he 
came up from the river, through the grass and over the fifty yards of 
open ground we'd come to get there. I found a rotted-out tree stump 
and set up the Browning on it. Rory mounted his on a bipod that he'd 
brought with him. Then we waited. 

Mist lifted off the ground. In the sky, at the hills in front of us, col-
or drained. Stars went out one by one like sandcastles getting knocked 
down by a white tide. Pretty soon the sun was peaking over the hills 
right behind the farm. 

"What does it feel like to put a bullet in a man?" Rory asked me. 
"What?" I answered back. I didn't know if I was more surprised or 

angry. 
"Well, you know—puchaw!” he made a gunshot sound and pulled 

his finger in to mimic the trigger. 
"That's not why I was in prison." 
"Well, it's got to have something to do with it. You were a sp-" 
"Not when that happened," I cut him off and turned back to my 

sight. It was a bitter memory, and I didn’t want to go there. 
A wind picked up and blew the branches around above us, knock-

ing loose some twigs and leaves that dropped onto our backs. Rory 
rustled beside me. 

"Hey Shirley," he called my attention. I heard a click as I turned 
my head. The gaping barrel of a Ruger .357 stared right back at me. 
Without thinking, I pushed off the ground. I spun, back first, into him. 
My arm went down, knocking his to the ground and pinning it when I 
landed on top of him. I threw an elbow into his cheek with the land-
ing. He let go of the gun with a "Whoa, whoa!" 

"What the hell?!" I grabbed the gun and rolled off him. 
"Aah," he moaned. "Take it ham and cheesy, Shirley. It isn't even 

loaded." 
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I popped the chamber open. No bullets. "What the fuck are you up 
to man?" 

Rory pushed his palm against his jaw, which was swelling. "Just 
wanted to know what you'd look like before you died." He laughed, 
then bent over and spat out some blood. "Curious, that's all. I'm only 
bubblin' with you. Just a bit o' craic. I pull it on all me mates. It's the 
best way to get to know what a man's made of, really." He smiled, his 
teeth stained pink in blood. 

"You, Shirley," he pointed his finger at me, "you are a fu-" A rifle 
shot interrupted him. Then another one. We could hear shouting from 
the creek. One of the voices was Nick's. Both Rory and I forgot about 
the conversation and dropped onto our rifles. The sun had fully crest-
ed the hills and was blazing into our eyes.  

The tall grass whipped around. A black streak shot out of it. It was 
the fox, silhouetted by the sunlight. He was covering ground fast.  

Rory fired. His .22 didn't make much more than a pop, but a puff 
of dirt went up ten feet past the fox. He sped up.  

I sighted him in and pulled the trigger. The gun jolted. The fox cut 
a hard diagonal up toward the berry patch. Miss.  

Rory fired again. "Come on, you sodding piece of shite!" he yelled. 
I put my cheek back down on the stock and lined up the fox with 

the barrel's iron sights. I took a breath and fought the urge to fire. The 
fox ricocheted off a slab of stone near the berry bush and made a b-
line for the tree. I waited, tracked with him and pushed my sights a 
foot ahead. He was thirty feet away from the hole and running like the 
world was chasing him. I felt sorry for the guy. His coat caught the 
sunlight and blazed red around the edges.  

Susannah jolted. The fox leapt into the air ten feet from the tangle 
of roots. He jerked and twisted. Coming down on his side, he slid into 
the trunk and tumbled across the roots, rolling to a stop on our side of 
the tree. 
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"Hell of a shot, Shirley!" Rory burst out, clapping me on the back. 
We grabbed our gear and headed down to the tree. He was still breath-
ing—the fox. We found him bleeding out all over the tangle of roots. 

"Thought you'd made it, did you?" Rory mocked him over my 
shoulder. He made a clacking sound between his teeth.  

The fox wheezed. His eye flicked back at me, tongue hanging out 
of his mouth. Rory's boot came down on his neck with a snap. The 
sound made my stomach drop. I don't know why. I'd seen worse. I 
turned back to the farm, and Rory picked him up. 

We didn't make it to the pub that day. Isaac had a meeting some-
where south, and he sent Rory down to Dublin on an errand. Isaac 
suggested we reschedule it for Saturday night, when we'd all be to-
gether again. Rory wasn't back, though, so we decided to wait until he 
showed. 

"He must just be tied up," Isaac said—he didn't know the half of it. 
As far as I was concerned, the less Rory was around the better. The 
next few days at the farm were quiet, but that wouldn't last much 
longer. 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Fifteen

"And where do you think you're headed dressed like that?"  
The words caught me at the bottom of the stairs. It was Aunt 

Bernie. A guy about her age stood behind her. He was shorter than 
Bernie, with a pinched nose and eyes that were a little closer together. 
He grumbled something and then turned back to fixing his tie in the 
mirror. 

"Ummm...breakfast?" I was wearing a pair of basketball shorts and 
a T-shirt that said, “McCooney's 7th Annual St. Paddy's Day Run for 
the Hell of It.” I had run out of clean T-shirts and found it in the 
dresser. 

"Breakfast is a muffin on the way. Now get yourself upstairs, and 
put on some of Rory's Sunday clothes. We're off to Mass, child." 

Nick and Erin came out of the kitchen.  
Bernie turned around and noticed the short, grumpy man with the 

pinched nose standing over her shoulder. "Oh, you haven't met my 
husband, have you?" She waved him over. "Shirley, this is Jans." 

"Nice to meet you, sir," I said, sticking out my hand to shake his. 
Jans grumbled something I didn't understand, gave me a halfhearted 
shake and glared at me. 

Erin and Nick laughed quietly behind him. 
I looked at Bernie, confused. 
"He doesn't speak a word of English," she said with a light smile. 

"Strictly Gaelic. And he takes some warming up to, but that's nothing 
to worry about."  

I smiled at Jans. He snorted and walked back into the dining room.  
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"Listen, Aunt Bernie, I'm...not... I haven't been to Mass in a while. 
I'm not really feeling up to it..." 

Her eyes relaxed. "We're, all of us, sinners, Shirley. Even me." She 
winked. She leaned closer and whispered, "I had three teaspoons of 
sugar in my tea this morning, for example. The doctor says I should 
be keeping myself to one." She leaned back with a satisfied grin.  

That wouldn’t exactly put us in the same bracket, I thought. 
"Now, run along," she patted me on the leg. "I can't stand here con-

fessing to you all day. I have to save something for the priest, you 
know." 

__ 

"...probably the greatest love of my young life..." the priest was 
saying.  

I couldn't pay attention. The ceiling was sixty-five feet high. The 
church sat a thousand people on cozy cushioned benches. I was prob-
ably the only one in the building who felt like the roof and walls were 
pressing in on him. I looked past the priest to the figure of Christ 
hanging on a cross in the background. 

Blood dripped down his forehead from the crown of thorns. It 
tracked into his eyes. He stared, blankly, back at me. 

I looked away.  
The crowd laughed at the end of a punch line. I smiled, stupidly, 

not knowing what the joke was about. 
My eyes found Erin. Her hand covered her mouth and nose as she 

laughed. 
"My next attempt," the priest continued his story, "required a horse 

and all the fine silverware in my mother's cabinet. Alas, my family 
didn't own a horse, so I borrowed our neighbor's pony. I use the term 
'borrowed' very loosely of course. Farmer Noonan woke up that 
morning with no clue that a vagabond romantic had pilfered his four-
year-old pony. Young Miss Myra McLean was in for a bit of a sur-
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prise, as well, as a knight in shining dinnerware strode gallantly down 
Main Street towards her. She'd come fresh from fetching groceries for 
her mother."  

He took a breath and puffed up his chest. "Serving platter strapped 
to my chest, butter dishes on my wrists and an upturned pitcher on my 
head for a helmet, I cut quite a striking figure. I know what you're 
thinking," he paused. The older women were already chuckling. "How 
could anyone say, 'No' to this?" He planted his hands on his hips and 
did a turn.  

Laughter rustled in the benches. "You're lucky I'm a priest, or I 
might take offense at all this laughter." The rustling grew.  

He shook his head and continued, "I rode up to her and offered my 
hand. I don't know what I expected. I was wearing forty pounds of 
silver, and Miss McLean was not exactly a slight young beour, truth 
be told. If she'd have actually taken me up on the offer, she'd have 
easily pulled me off the horse." 

The laughter rolled like waves over the pews. Bernie bobbed in her 
seat. Her eyes were brimming with tears. 

"Unbeknownst to me, the pony had nefarious intentions of his 
own. While young Myra looked up at me dumbstruck—that is, struck 
by the idiocy of yours truly—the pony found the sack of apples in her 
grocery bag. I was so entranced by her eyes, so confident of my plan, 
that I didn't even hear the crunch of apples, the laughter of her friends 
or the voice of the old shop owner yelling at me. 

'Me lady?' I said in my lowest voice, which was barely below a 
mouse-squeak. The truth of it was, the butter dish was weighing down 
my arm, and I couldn't hold it out much longer.  

"The question brought Myra back to her senses and she noticed the 
bandit pilfering her pack of produce. 

'Oy!' she said, pushing him away.  
"In the movement, I lost my balance and fell off the side of the 

great steed. Lucky for me, I was wearing a suit of the finest armor." 
He paused and tilted his head to the other side, "Unlucky for me, I 
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was wearing a suit of my mother's finest silverware. Needless to say, 
the sight of me lying sprawled on the street, my head now stuck in the 
pitcher, was enough to wipe away any romantic effect my efforts had 
produced on Miss McLean. She politely declined my offer. At least 
that's what I think she was trying to say between snorts and belly-
aching laughter."  

The crowd in the church was roaring. I couldn't help joining in. 
"When I arrived home I tried to explain to my mother how her 

heirloom pitcher had probably saved me from a nasty concussion. 'It 
was a grace of God,' I cried. She was not convinced. There was the 
devil to pay.  

"So, in addition to a bruised pride and a broken heart, I came away 
from the whole adventure with a few nice, red stripes down my arse.  

"My mother had decided to paddle me whilst I was still stuck in 
the pitcher. Only after I'd gingerly sat in the corner until my father 
came home was I extracted from it. I squirmed and screamed while 
they lathered my noggin up with butter. My father tried to keep a 
straight face as he held my body, and my mother tugged at the pitcher 
with both hands. Eventually, it sprung free, and she went sprawling 
across the kitchen floor. 

"I laughed. That was my second biggest mistake of the day. A fresh 
coat of red paint was applied to my hide, and I was sent to bed with-
out dinner.” He paused as the laughter filled the room. 

"I blame women. I believe it was that night I felt the call to take up 
the cloth."  

The pews rocked. 
One old lady called out, "Give us another chance, Eamon!" 
The laughter grew louder, pushing back the walls of the church. I'd 

never been to a Mass like this one. 
When the crowd died down, the priest, Father Eamon Briggs con-

tinued, "My sad little tale being told, I want you to know that the love 
of Christ knows no pain severe enough, no humiliation so great as to 
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sway his resolve from the pursuit of your heart. You can push him 
away again and again..." his voice faded out. 

I realized I hadn't seen Rory all day. He was supposed to have been 
back the night before. Not that I missed him, but something about it 
felt off to me. 

"Where's Rory?" I asked Nick on my left shoulder. 
"Don't know," he looked around. "He went to Dublin two days ago. 

Should've been back yesterday." 
I sat back in the pew, feeling the stiff wood press against my 

shoulders. 
"... Jesus will never give up on you," the priest finished. There was 

a heavy silence, and then he asked us all to stand for the benediction.  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Sixteen

At around seven o'clock that night we all found out what happened 
to Rory.  

I was still at the dining table finishing up on one of Aunt Bernie's 
five-star dinners. I'd offered to help clean up, but Bernie'd batted my 
hand away. So I was left at the table soaking up some gravy with the 
last of the homemade rolls. 

Paddy, Isaac and another of Isaac's "business associates" were 
across the arched entryway and in the living room, smoking cigars. 
Even Isaac had pocketed his pipe when his visiting guest, a tall, grey-
haired guy with a sport jacket and a serious look, had offered a roll of 
cigars to the two.  

The front door thudded once, a moment before Nick almost fell 
into the house. He scrambled into the living room.  

Isaac set down his whiskey.  
Their voices collided, confusing the words, but I did make out one: 

a name, Rory's. 
Nick's back was to me, but his voice was trembling. His body 

shook. He was frantic. 
Isaac's eyes went wide. 
The visitor stood and so did Paddy. 
"Bring him back," Isaac said to Paddy. 
"Aye," Paddy nodded, putting on his trench coat. 
Isaac said something else I didn't catch, but I figured it out soon 

enough.  
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Paddy started for the door. I felt the weight of his footsteps on the 
floorboards beneath me. "Shirley, we're going for a ride," he called 
across the archway at me.  

I pushed up from the table. 
Nick turned to leave with us, but Isaac called him back. I caught a 

look from his eyes as I followed Paddy out the door into the cool 
night air. They were red around the rims and half-crazed. I couldn't 
help but think, as the door shut behind me, that I should have paid 
more attention in Mass that morning. 

__ 

"What happened? Where's Rory?" I asked Paddy once we were in 
the car. It was a ’95 Volkswagen Passat—seemed like these guys had 
a different car every week. 

His head tilted towards me. He looked at me out of the corner of 
his eye as he laid on the gas. "Rory ran into a few old friends of his," 
his eyes turned back to the road, "damn fool." The wheels spat gravel 
as the car peeled away from the farm and found the country road.  

Isaac's guest had taken another car. His taillights bobbed in front of 
us between the puffs of dirt all the way into the city. He cut right at 
the first stoplight we came to. We cruised on through. 

"Gordon will meet us there," Paddy said. They were the first words 
he'd spoken in forty-five minutes. It took a lot to shut Paddy up. I 
could tell that, wherever we were going, it wasn't Disneyland. 

"So what do you need me to do?" I asked. 
"Just keep an eye open. We're going to go have a talk with these 

gobshites." 
"You know these guys?" 
"Know of them. They're a poison in the country. Drugs. Violence. 

Hate crimes and the like." 
"Westies?" 
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"Aye. Used to stick to their own business down in Dublin and over 
on your side of the pond. Now they’re looking to expand north. 
How'd you know about them?" 

"Rory told me a little bit 'bout growing up with them the other 
day." 

"Ah, reminiscing about the good old days was he?" Paddy was an-
gry. "That must have been what got him into this shite." He went qui-
et, licked his lips. "They rang Nick tonight and told him that they’d 
gotten ahold of Rory. He’d tried to buy some cocaine from one of 
’em. The Westies aren’t the kind of boys to let one of their own just 
walk away. Smart bugger, he is, Rory persuaded them to ring Nick 
and arrange for a ransom—said Isaac had enough money to settle his 
debt and then some.” Paddy read the street sign as we passed through 
an intersection, then continued, talking to himself more than to me, 
“Took him four years to sober up. Now, just before..." he trailed off. 
"Poor bastard couldn't handle the pressure." 

I knew better than to say anything else. I clicked my chair back and 
settled in for the ride, not knowing how long it would take. We drove 
on, with Paddy starting up a conversation every now and then. I could 
tell his mind was on other things, though. 

"‘Right, laddie. We're here," Paddy tapped me on the leg an hour 
later. I sat up and gave my chair a few clicks forward. I looked 
through the windshield. Rain had started beading up on it. The clouds 
above swallowed up the tops of larger buildings. Somewhere close by, 
a bass beat throbbed. The sky flashed once with lightning, and thun-
der cracked off. 

"That seems about right," Paddy muttered.  
I looked around for whatever strip joint or bar we were going to 

find Rory in. Where we were, it had been a nice part of the city once. 
That was twenty years ago, before crack had found its way into town 
and pushed all the nice folks with their toddlers and station wagons 
out. The only people that were still there were those who were too old 
or too broke to go anywhere else. We passed a few apartments on the 
left, each one marked up with graffiti.  
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Paddy slowed. He pulled a tight U-turn, almost sideswiping a 
parked car that was sporting three-year-old spare tires with rusted 
rims. 

A dog stepped out from the front fender and Paddy slammed on the 
brakes. The car lurched forward.  

Paddy laughed. 
The dog scampered across the road as another car approached. 
The car's lights flashed, and its tires locked up, squealing on the 

slick blacktop. The car skidded to a halt as the dog ducked into an al-
ley on the other side. The driver's window was open. 

"Feckin’ dogs!" he yelled.  
Paddy laughed and yelled back, "Little bugger was twice lucky 

tonight. Be surprised if he showed his face around here for a month, I 
would." 

"Aye! Where do you want us?" the other driver shouted. 
Lightning flashed again, brightening the driver's face and the two 

men in the back seat. The driver was Gordon, the tall guy who'd been 
at dinner. Sleepy was in the back seat with another guy I didn't recog-
nize. 

"Take a look on ahead for a side-street and try for the back door." 
Gordon nodded and put his car in gear. 
Paddy straightened up and eased down on the gas. 
The bar I had been looking for turned out to be a broken down 

bowling alley that we had passed a few streets back. An old, block-
letter sign in the front read "O'Malley's Alley”—clever. The Passat 
bumped through the gate and into the parking lot. 

A squirrelly looking kid in his late teens leaned against the door. 
He squinted when our headlights passed over him and fidgeted with 
something in his back pocket. He knocked on the door behind him. 
Another face poked itself out. The face took a look at our car, said 
something, then disappeared back inside. 
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"Look alive, lad, and let me do the talking," Paddy said, popping 
his door open. He was out before the car had stopped moving. 

I scrambled out after him. 
"Who the fu-," the squirrely guy started to say. Then he caught the 

glint of Paddy's .38 raised toward him in the streetlight. He fumbled 
with the gun tucked into his belt behind him. 

Paddy didn't stop moving. 
I two-stepped around the hood of the car to catch up. 
The squirrel tugged at the handle of his gun, but the hammer must 

have caught on his belt loop. He yanked harder, his pants riding up a 
little with the movement. He let out a high, excited squeal and turned 
his head over his shoulder to try and work the gun free. 

Paddy stepped within reaching distance, splashing into a big pud-
dle. It was David and Goliath; only this story wasn't going to end well 
for the little guy. Paddy brought his fist up into the teenage lookout's 
ribcage with a grunt. The kid doubled over in a squawk and went 
down into the puddle at Paddy's feet. 

My mouth dropped open. I looked from Paddy to the squirrel in the 
puddle. The kid was clutching his stomach, eyes sprung wide, mouth 
yawing open and closed, half submerged. 

Paddy gave the guy's temple the butt of his revolver, putting him 
out. He rolled him over and tugged the gun, a nickel Smith and Wes-
son Model 37, free of the kid's belt loop, then tossed it towards me. 

The gun spinning through the light rain brought me out of my state 
of shock, and I caught it—barely. It was wet and slipped out of my 
hands, but I bent low to catch it before it hit the ground. 

I looked up, and Paddy was already at the door. 
Judging by the bass thumping inside, I don't think they'd heard the 

squirrely guy squawking before he hit the ground. But they weren't 
high enough to miss the fact that he hadn't checked back in for about 
two minutes. The door cracked open, and a different face poked itself 
out. It had a thick goatee and a pair of bushy caterpillars for eye-
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brows. The man’s eyes went wide when he saw me holding his bud-
dy's wet pistol like an Easter egg I was bringing to mama. His mouth 
opened to shout something, but Paddy threw his weight into the door, 
cutting him off at the first syllable. The guy slumped down. Paddy 
dragged him out of the doorway by the collar. He did it with one 
hand. In the other was the .38, and it was kicking. 

As the door swung open, I caught the layout of the place over Pad-
dy’s shoulder. There was a set of arcade machines on the left and a 
couple coffee tables beside them where a few junkies sat. At the cen-
ter of the room was a 1998 Ford Fiesta with its doors open and hate-
fueled industrial rock blasting from its speakers. Behind the car, the 
bowling lanes raced away into darkness. To the right was the cashier 
and shoe counter. The room was dimly lit by a few lamps and the car 
lights on the Fiesta. 

The junkies inside saw their buddy go down and a six-foot-three, 
two hundred seventy pound Santa Claus take his place in the door-
way. Paddy fired four shots at the group of Westies sitting around a 
coffee table near the arcade on the left. A skinhead with a dragon tat-
too on his neck took one in the chest. The man sitting beside him was 
reaching for the .45 sitting in between six lines of coke on the table 
when he caught the next bullet in his eye. Two girls beside him 
screamed and hit the ground, knocking the table over and showering 
themselves in cocaine. The last guy on that side was up and running. 
Paddy turned to him and fired. 

I was through the door by that time and facing two more junkies 
behind the shoe counter to the right. They must have been shooting up 
when we had come through the door, because both of them stood up 
slowly, wide eyed and dazed, but one of them was reaching for some-
thing under the counter. I knew what that was—the only thing anyone 
ever kept under a counter. 

I reacted, pointing the gun at him and pulling the trigger. The 
hammer clacked. Nothing happened. 

The guy had braced himself for the shot. We both looked at the 
gun, then each other. 
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I pulled the trigger again. He flinched. His friend stood, watching 
stupidly. Nothing again. 

Paddy's gun fired at someone else. 
The two behind the counter looked at me, then started back into 

action again. 
"Shit," I said, pulling the trigger one more time. It clacked emptily. 

I hadn’t checked the chamber. I flung it at the guy reaching under the 
counter and launched myself at him. He brought up a sawed off 
twelve gauge shotgun and started to swing it around towards me. The 
pistol smacked him in the teeth, splitting his lip and causing him to 
pull the trigger. 

His buddy was unlucky enough to be standing at the business end 
of the gun when it went off. Half of him shredded into a pink mist. 
The other half slammed into the countertop four feet behind him. 

I landed on the gunman in the next millisecond, driving him to the 
ground with the shotgun sandwiched between us. 

There was a clop of boots to my left. Someone new had jumped the 
counter. 

I headbutted the guy below me and did a front roll over my shoul-
der. A knife cut the air behind me. I turned to face the new challenger 
just as he lunged. I stepped back with my right foot, turning my body 
sideways. The knife jabbed past me, giving me his straight arm in 
front of my chest. I hooked my right arm around his wrist and 
slammed my left palm into his elbow, snapping his arm at the joint. 
He screamed, dropped the knife. I planted my right hand onto his 
face. My thumb dipped into his open mouth as he yelled. I stepped 
past him and brought my leg behind his. I followed it with the force of 
my body, shoving him backward and palming his head into the coun-
tertop. He grunted a question mark and went down. 

The guy with the shotgun was on his feet behind me by then. He 
ratcheted a round. I spun, backhanding the middle of the barrel away 
before he could get the shot off. He kicked me in the gut with a 
straight foot. For a moment, the thumping of the speakers and yelling 
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in the rest of the room faded as my breath went out of me. I fell back, 
but grabbed his forearm and stopped my fall. He shook my hand free 
and tried to bring the barrel around. I threw myself at him, smacking 
his jaw with an elbow. He spat blood and yelled as he tried to bite my 
ear. I held onto his arms and brought my knee up into his crotch. 

"Hhooff," he choked out. 
A bullet pounded into the wall beside my head. I knew I didn't 

have much longer to deal with this guy. I tripped him and fell forward 
onto him. He brought his knee up in the fall and dinged me in the 
balls. I felt nauseous and collapsed on him. White crept across my 
field of vision like milk spilled on a tabletop. I growled myself out of 
it and threw three more elbows at the guy's face. The first hit him in 
the neck. The second broke his nose in a splash of blood. The third 
was right on the bull’s-eye. Temple shot. His head whipped sideways, 
out for the count. Give the man a cigar! 

Another bullet thumped into the counter. I grabbed the shotgun. 
Voices came from over near the Fiesta. 

"You want that, ya gimp? Huh?" 
A shot. 
"I'm bleedin’, Jory! Shite, I'm bleeeeedin'!" 
"I know, Sean. We're gonna get you to a hospital soon as-" 
Another shot 
"-soon as I deal with this cunt. Did you get the other one?" 
A woman screaming hysterically. 
Punk music tripping over itself through the speakers. 
"I don't knnnnnow Jory. Ffffffffuu-" 
"Hold on Sean. Just-" 
Bang. 
"-hold on a second now." 
Bang. 
"Collin will be back any second." 
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The one voice I didn't hear was Paddy's. I waited for the next shot. 
It tore through the counter before it punched into a couple of size 
nine's on the shoe rack behind me. I stood with the barrel in the direc-
tion of that last shot. 

Click. Boom. The shotgun rocked, spraying lead pellets in an eight-
foot radius. The pellets ripped through Jory's body. He left the ground 
and hit the opened car door, slumping down beside his friend who had 
taken a couple to the leg. The blast silenced everything but the thump-
ing bass and screaming woman huddled over by the arcade. 

I scanned the room. 
"Paddy?" I yelled. 
Paddy grunted and pushed himself to his feet near the headlights of 

the Ford Fiesta. 
I hopped the counter. 
Paddy checked himself for bullet holes. It took a moment. He had a 

lot of area to cover.  
"Looks like we made it through that one, didn't we?" he said with 

the smallest trace of a smile. 
The woman was still shrieking behind him. She clawed at the dead 

body of a guy who must have been something special to her. He'd tak-
en two bullets: one to the arm and another to the throat. Mrs. Pac-
Man, behind them, had taken three. Rest in peace, Mrs. Pac-Man. 
Thanks for the memories. 

Paddy stepped over to the scrawny, strung out woman. He landed a 
heavy fist on her temple, immediately silencing her. Then he walked 
around the front side of the Fiesta. 

I came past the trunk, not knowing what to think of this other side 
of Paddy. I rounded the corner and got a closer look at the guy I'd 
blown away. He was slumped down by the open driver's side door. 
His chest had turned to hamburger meat. His jaw hung loosely on his 
skull, which rested against the speaker on the door. His head bobbed 
with the bass beat.  
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Sean sat on the floor beside the grooving corpse. He was crying. 
Blood trickled out of the leg of his jeans. He held his gut, where a 
dark patch was welling up. 

Paddy stood over him, a blank expression on his face. 
Sean looked up, lips stretched over his teeth, snot hanging over his 

mouth as he sobbed. He stared at Paddy's face. 
Paddy looked down at him. In one motion, he lifted his gun to 

Sean's forehead and fired. 
I stood, not breathing, and looked around the room. I don't know 

what I was looking for. Maybe I was waiting for someone to yank 
back a curtain and say, "Smile, you're on one really fucked up version 
of Candid Camera." 

"They're rabid, Shirley," Paddy broke in. "The only thing you can 
do for a rabid dog is put it down before it sets itself on you or your 
child-"  

A shot broke him off and he stumbled forward. Two more shots 
came from behind the pins at the far end of the alley. 

Paddy was already moving. He ran along the wall toward a door 
that led behind the pins. Bullets followed him down, ricocheting off 
the walls and bowling balls he passed on the way. 

I pumped the shotgun and fired a burst at the muzzle flash coming 
from behind the machinery. Then I ran towards the lane in front of 
me. I cocked the gun one more time. 

A round popped off in my direction, whipping by my ear. 
My shoe touched the waxy edge of the lane and I started to slip.  
Another shot cracked from behind the rows of pins three lanes to 

the left. 
I dove forward. My shoulder took the landing and I skidded down 

the waxed surface, picking up a spare at the end. 
There were another two shots. 
I squirmed up through the hole above the gutter at the end. 
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The shooter was on the left. He was a dirty looking guy with a rat-
tail haircut and a Lakers jersey. He turned to fire at me just as my 
head came above cover.  

I raised my gun at him, but Paddy busted through the door behind 
him, caught him with a bare arm around the chest and hauled him 
over a railing and down a flight of stairs. 

I wriggled out of the hole and checked to see how many shells I 
had left. As I approached Paddy, I could hear a banging on the steel 
back door.  

Paddy threw the latch and swung it open. Gordon and Sleepy were 
standing in the rain, soaked and smiling. 

"Thanks for all your help," Paddy said as they stepped into the 
hallway. 

"It was locked," Sleepy explained. 
"I gathered," Paddy replied. "One of you buggers go bring a car 

around back." 
"But we just got here." It was Sleepy again. 
"Yes, and thank you for your contribution to the small war that 

Shirley and I just waged in this here bowling alley." 
Sleepy was back on his heels, shoulders slumped and out the door 

in the next moment. 
"Wait, Sleepy," Gordon reached out a long arm and stopped the big 

man. "I'll bring the car." He stepped out and Sleepy turned around. 
Paddy was already taking the stairs down to the basement. 
I joined him. I stepped over the broken body of the guy Paddy had 

thrown over the railing. He moaned lightly, but he wasn't going any-
where. I picked up his gun and put it in my jacket pocket. 

Paddy pushed open the door at the bottom of the stairs and walked 
through. Sleepy and I followed. 

The room was empty, except for a desk, a table topped with Guin-
ness bottles and a battery-operated lamp. 
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Paddy didn't stop. 
Light came from under the next door ahead of him. He walked to-

wards it. The man was a freight train. He opened the door without 
breaking his stride. 

"Stop," yelled a voice from inside the next room. The guy was glis-
tening with sweat. His skin was red and blotchy. His eyes bugged out 
of his head. He held a Glock 9 mm out at Rory, who was strapped 
naked to a metal bed frame. "Stop or I'll shoo-"  

Paddy put a .38 caliber bullet in his face. The smoke of Paddy’s 
gun drifted lazily up in the dim lamplight of the room. He stepped 
over to Rory, crouched down to have a look at him and started undo-
ing the straps. "How're you going on, lad?" he said with the first 
ounce of true emotion I'd heard since we left the farm. 

Rory's face spoke for him. Both eyes were swollen shut. His lip 
was split and puffed up over bloody teeth. A dried trail of saliva and 
puke ran down his cheek. He smiled stupidly. 

"Aye, you're a bright young tosser aren't ye?" Paddy said, his thick 
fingers fumbling with the straps. "Shirley, would you come help me 
with this?" He said over his shoulder. 

I started working on the two that held down Rory's legs. Paddy got 
his right hand free.  

The smell of shit and piss was thick around the bed. I took a glance 
over Paddy's shoulder at a small table at the center of the room. There 
was a burnt spoon, splotches of tar and a taser. I looked back to Rory. 
I guessed they’d wanted to have a little fun with him before they gave 
him back to Isaac. They'd cut one of the springs on the mattress and 
pried it up so that it rested against his junk, which was burnt and 
swollen—not an image you want to carry with you to your death. I 
imagined him bouncing wildly as two hundred thousand volts electri-
fied the mattress, smelling his own skin burning under him. For a 
moment, I actually felt sorry for the guy. 

The straps around his ankles came loose, and Sleepy rolled Rory 
onto his shoulder. He carried him up the stairs, Rory's head and arms 
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dangling over his back. His wrists were ripped in messy grooves 
where the straps had cut into his arms. 

__ 

We stopped by a shady looking clinic on the way home. Paddy'd 
been nicked a few times, but hadn't taken any serious damage. The 
doctor said Rory was gonna heal up fine, but the trauma to his dick 
was gonna give him some trouble for a little while. Paddy decided to 
stay at the clinic with Rory. Sleepy brought be back to the farm. 

I didn't see anyone for the next few days, except at meals. Erin had 
gone to visit a friend in London, Nick went to the clinic to be with his 
older brother and Isaac had, somehow, kept the whole mess from 
Bernie. When we all got together for meals, it was like nothing had 
happened. None of the guys talked about it. They just swept it under 
the rug and moved on. If it weren't for the screams and the bloody im-
ages fresh in my mind, maybe I could have forgotten about it too.  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Seventeen

I stepped outside on a cloudy afternoon a few days later, hoping to 
get a run in before dinner and clear my head of the memories from 
that night at the bowling alley.  

I didn’t know what to think about everything that had gone down 
since I’d met Isaac. He'd pulled me into his revenge back in Philly 
when I dropped off that package at McAfee's. He'd made me part of 
his plan to pay back the people who'd hurt my family decades ago. 
Because I didn't have another way out—I didn't want to go back to 
prison, not until I could figure out who Isaac was and what he was 
about—I followed him to Ireland. I expected to find more guys like 
Sleepy George and Four-Fingered Frankie Ferguson, thugs and mer-
cenaries. Instead, I found Bernie and Nick and Erin. I found a family, 
and I liked it. 

But then there was that whole business with Rory that night. I un-
derstood what we did. He's family, so we had to bring him home. 
Paddy knew the Westies weren't going to give him back without 
messing him up first. Everyone in that bowling alley was at the end of 
their life anyway, before we even showed up at the door. You don't 
keep that kind of weaponry on you unless you intend to use it. And 
with what Rory told me about the gang, what happened that night was 
bound to go down one way or another. I had killed that guy, Jory—
blown him away with the shotgun. But if I hadn't, one of his bullets 
would have found Paddy.  Going back over it, I wouldn't have done 
anything differently.  

But, before all that had happened, I'd started to get comfortable. 
That night reminded me to stay focused. Isaac wasn't done yet. Some-
thing was building. He's got resources and connections that go deep. 
No, he's not done yet. And whatever he's planning, I'm a part of it. 
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I started away from the house, jogging to the back gate that led to 
the path I'd taken with Nick. Then I spotted Erin working on a gap in 
the fence. It was cold out, but she had taken off her jacket and 
wrapped it around her waist. Her brown hair was tied up loosely. 
Strands of it still fell out around her shoulders and the white tank she 
was wearing. The muscles in her arms flexed as she pulled the han-
dles of a post-hole digger apart and brought up a load of dirt. I 
changed my mind about the run and walked over to her. 

"Want some help?" I asked. 
"Huh?" she said, looking up, not expecting company. "Oh, hey 

Shirley, how're you goin'?" 
"Pretty good. Need a hand?" 
"Well, as long as you're wanting to be helpful," she said.  
I started to reach for the hole digger.  
She smiled at me, pointed to a pile of slats and said, "There's a few 

boards that still need to be nailed to the posts. Think you can manage 
that, Hercules?" 

I laughed. "No problem. You sure you don't want me to give you a 
break?" I asked, walking backwards to the pile of slats. 

"Don't think a fair maiden like myself can handle a little manual 
labor?" she asked, wiping the wrist of her work glove across her fore-
head and leaving a smear of dirt. 

I laughed, "No, you-" I laughed again, pointing to my forehead, "-
you got a little something." 

Her smirk broke into a wide smile and then a laugh as she wiped 
her forehead off and came away with a handful of dirt. 

"Well, we can't all be divas like yourself, Mr. O'Shea. Be wide of 
those nails, eh? We don’t want you to ruin your manicure now." 

I laughed as I laid a board on top of the post. "Let me see if I've got 
this," I said, positioning the nail over it and picking the hammer up. It 
felt good holding tools like that in my hands again. I remembered the 
vanity I'd been working on for Winnie and wondered if I'd ever get to 
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give it to her. I smiled through the thought as I tapped the nail once, 
then brought the hammer back. The nail clinked with each rap of the 
hammer. In two strikes it was laying flush with the board. 

Erin applauded me, "Bravo! We may have to put you to work 
around here. I suppose you're not just a pretty face after all." She 
picked up the hole digger and drove it into the ground, then brought it 
up with a scoop of black dirt. This girl was getting sexier by the sec-
ond. 

"So, besides fixing fences and giving foreigners a hard time, what 
else do you do around here?" I asked. 

"Oh, most of it. Milk the cows, tend the sheep, help with the plant-
ing and the harvest when the seasons come around. How 'bout your-
self?" 

"Me?" 
"Yeah. Back in America, what did you do for work?" 
"I was on a construction and demolition crew," I said, driving in 

another nail. 
"That explains a lot," she smiled. "Sounds like fun." She grunted as 

she lifted up a pile of dirt and set it beside the hole she was digging. 
"It was, actually." I stood up to grab another board and a few more 

nails. "You never asked me why I'm here," I said, bent over the blue, 
rusted toolkit. 

"Isaac brings all kinds of folks around with him. I never thought to 
ask." 

I turned around and caught her eyes on me for just a second before 
she hefted the hole digger up and slammed it back into the ground. 
"Does he tell you what he does?" I asked. 

"Isaac?" she breathed out as her gloves twisted around the handles 
for a better grip. "International business consulting. He travels and 
helps people set up mills and factories." 
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"He does a little more than that." I was crouched down by the two 
fence posts I'd nailed together and laying my last plank. I kept my 
eyes on her to see how she'd respond. 

"Well," she grunted, jamming the blades of the hole digger into a 
fresh patch of ground for a second post, "we've all got our secrets, 
Shirley." She stopped, a little out of breath, her chest rising and fall-
ing. A bead of sweat trickled off of her collar and down into the her 
tank. She blew a stray strand of hair out of her face, then looked at 
me. "A man doesn't spend two years in prison for forgetting to pay his 
parking tickets." Her eyebrows popped up. She grinned and angled 
her head towards me. 

"Rory tell you about that?" I picked up a nail and set its point down 
on the slat. I looked down and slammed the hammer onto it. The im-
pact jolted my arm. The nail bent. "Shit," I said under my breath. 

"Nicholas. He asked if I knew what you'd been nicked for." 
I pried the nail out and replaced it with another one. 
"I told him he ought to ask you," I heard Erin say as set the second 

nail down. 
I tapped the nail's head and gave it another try. The hammer struck 

it with a sharp rap and the nail sunk halfway into the wood. I finished 
it off and tossed the hammer onto the grass beside the toolkit. Erin set 
down her hole digger and bent over the other end of the fence to help 
me lift it. I could see straight down the white tank top she was wear-
ing, between her two firm breasts, glistening with sweat. She looked 
at me as I got my hands under the post in front of me. I struggled to 
keep eye contact. We tipped the fence off its side and stood it straight 
up. 

"I put a guy in a coma," I said as we lifted. 
"What's that?" she asked once the fence was standing, propped up 

on our hips. 
"The reason I got locked up." We picked up the fence and dropped 

it into the holes Erin had dug. "Haley, my younger sister, was into this 
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guy, Jake. She's got a habit of picking the wrong kind of boyfriend, 
and this one was a five-star douche, prime cut."  

Erin laughed as we leaned on the fence and used our feet to push 
dirt into the holes around the posts. "What did he do to make you feel 
that way about him?" 

"Nothing too bad at first, but he was a college freshman, and she 
was still in high school. He'd take her out to parties and then ditch her 
to go smoke up with some of his friends when she said she didn't want 
to join him. And the way he wore his collar popped up all the time 
just pissed me off." 

"Away on! You put him in a coma for that? Look out boys, the 
fashion police have a Robocop now." 

We laughed, stamping the dirt down around the fence to make sure 
it was stable. A cold gust of wind blew. I pushed my hand back over 
my hair, feeling the sweat on my forehead take the chill. "Haley called 
me one night to pick her up from a party," I started. "I showed up and 
went inside the house looking for her, but no one would tell me where 
she was. Music was loud. Kids were drunk and dancing all over each 
other. I tried her phone again, but she didn't pick up. I searched every 
room in the house. Then I found out about the basement." 

Erin looked at me, but I couldn't take the intensity of those blue-
green eyes. I leaned on the fence and stared at the ground. "I walked 
down the stairs calling my sister's name. There were a bunch of guys 
down there—college frat boys with their backwards golf visors and 
their sorority bitches. Some of them were wasted under the strobe 
lights and passed out on beanbag chairs. Others were going at it like 
rabbits. I saw my sister lying unconscious, naked on a pool table 
while Jake stood, thrusting between her legs, and three of his friends 
cheered him on."  

I stopped talking. The skin around my nose pulled tight and my 
mouth watered up. I sniffed and continued, "I beat them to shit. When 
Jake got away from me and ran upstairs, I chased him down and 
smashed his face in. Then I fucked him in the ass with a lava lamp 
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while he screamed and his friends watched." I pulled a splinter out of 
my finger. "Cops showed as I was bringing Haley up the stairs." 

It was a minute or two, and then Erin laughed a little. I didn’t ex-
pect that. 

“With a lava lamp?” She asked, eyebrows raised. 
I chuckled, “Yeah, I guess that was a bit excessive.” 
“I wouldn’t say excessive; creative, but not excessive, especially 

after what the bastard did to your sister.” 
I flicked the splinter into the grass. 
"I hope you welded his asshole shut," Erin said. I turned back to 

her. Her full lips were squeezed into a tight line. "Did Haley remem-
ber any of it?" 

"No, thank God. But that didn't help my defense at all." 
Erin nodded. "Well, that's a mercy, though." 
"Yeah." 
Erin was quiet for a minute. Then she said, "You're a good big 

brother, Shirley. Haley's lucky to have you caring for her." 
That was hard to hear. I didn’t feel that way at all. 
"And I'll make sure to warn Rory about the collar thing," she 

smiled mischievously, "I don't think he'd fancy a bit of jacksy sex 
with piping-hot disco paraphernalia." 

I laughed, "Well, I don't know about that guy." 
"Aye, you're right," she said out of the corner of her mouth while 

she bent over to pick up the hole digger. "Would you do the honors?" 
she asked, handing it to me. 

"Finally," I said, taking the handle from her and giving her my 
hammer. 

We walked to the next section of rotted wood on the fence and 
broke it down. I laughed as I watched Erin kick the fence flat. I forgot 
about O'Malley's. I forgot about the dreams. I forgot about Pa and 
McAfee and everything else. Erin had a way of doing that to me. 
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When I was with her I was just with her. We spent the afternoon re-
pairing the rest of the fence and talking about things like which sport 
was more badass: rugby or American football. By the time we fin-
ished up, the sun had cut a few holes through the clouds and was go-
ing down behind the mountains. Erin and I walked back to the house, 
still laughing over her impersonation of my accent and me trying to 
do an Irish one.  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Eighteen

Murray’s was a pub eight miles from the farm.  
I hadn’t seen Rory for almost a week, but when I did, he was look-

ing like his old self, except a little more banged up. He’d reminded 
Isaac that we were still owed a bottle of Murray's finest, on account of 
the fox we killed and all. Isaac agreed that a good drink was long 
overdue. 

It was a small place, tucked into a row of stone buildings. There 
was another row behind it and a road that ran through it. I guess that 
made up a small town.  

The pub itself was a long, thin room. Just inside the door, a stage 
was set up for a band. A glass window looked out onto the street so 
that people outside could see who was playing. The stage was empty 
that night, though. The only sound was clinking glasses and laughter. 
We sat in the back, past the bar that lined the middle of the room. Ex-
cept for the bartender, a friendly, black-haired, fat man named Mur-
ray, we had the joint to ourselves. 

"The fuck it was luck!" Rory yelled, laughing. He was obviously 
feeling better, but still wearing a black eye and a swollen jaw. From 
the way he squirmed in his seat, I could tell his other injury was both-
ering him too. "If it was a lucky shot, then I must be a leprechaun," he 
said pointing to his shirt with a glass of whiskey in his hand. The 
movement sloshed a drop of it over the edge and onto his lap. "Shite," 
he muttered, looking down at his crotch. 

"I'm inclined to believe Rory, Shirley—even though he is one glass 
from horse-faced," Isaac spoke from across the table. "A shot like 
that, putting a .22 caliber bullet into a running fox from that distance," 
he continued, "well, that takes some considerable skill." He put down 
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his glass of Murray's finest whiskey, a bottle of Jameson 2007, and 
pulled his pipe out of his coat pocket.  

I took a puff of the cigar that he'd handed out to all of us when 
we'd sat down. It had a cool, woody taste and left my tongue a little 
bit bitter. "What can I say, I'm a natural I guess." I shrugged, grinning 
at him. 

"Ha," he cackled, "You might be, Shirley. You might be." He 
reached back into his coat for his tobacco and a box of matches. 
"Only one other man I know could pull off that shot was your pa. And 
that was after some warming up." He stuffed the tobacco into his pipe. 
"So you must have been born with it." He shook the matchbox—noth-
ing in it. He laid it on the table. The top of it was yellow and had the 
word “Habibti” written on it in a red Arabic-looking script.  

"Murray, you got any matches?" he called to the bartender, who 
was back in the kitchen. Murray couldn't hear him. "Nicholas, be a lad 
and ask Murray if he's got any matches." 

"Sure thing," Nicholas said and pushed back from the table. He 
bumped his head on the low hanging glass lampshade as he leaned 
forward, then grabbed it to steady it. "Shirley, you need anything?" he 
asked as he started to walk away. 

"Nah, I'm good." 
He turned and pushed through the kitchen doors. Dillon fished a 

lighter out of his pocket and handed it to Isaac. The lampshade over-
head swayed just a little. Its line of light left Isaac in the dark. He 
struck the lighter and a flame sparked up. Then that line of light drift-
ed back up his face. He took a long drag on the pipe, then let out the 
smoke. It was sweet with a woody spice and a bite of cinnamon to it.  

I took a swig of whiskey. 
"Or, Shirley-" he started. I put down my glass and saw that he'd 

leaned back in his chair. "-or you might have picked a skill like that 
up with some practice." He was quiet. The lampshade settled. The 
smoke drifted. "Your pa may have had a keen eye and steady hand, 
but he didn't get to be as good as he was by shooting a few deer 
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‘round Christmastime every year. Something tells me neither did 
you." 

My gut tightened up, and my face started getting hot. The scar on 
my shoulder itched. I stared at him, twisting the cigar butt between 
my thumb and forefinger. The paper wrapper around it came off with 
a push of my thumb. It slid over the charred front end of the cigar and 
fell onto the table. To my right, Rory was silent. His tongue licked the 
scabbed over section of his lip. Dillon didn't say anything either. They 
both just stared at me. Isaac broke the silence. 

"Truth of the matter is, I have need of someone with your special 
talents."  

There it is. All this time, he was just reeling me in. I had known 
better than to trust him, but I didn't have much of an option back then. 
I’d never thought he was done with me, but I had hoped he was. Apart 
from that night at the bowling alley, I was actually starting to like it 
here. 

"I'm going to ask you to kill someone for me, Shirley." 
"Who?" I asked. I know. It surprised me too—hearing those words 

come out of my mouth. I should have told him, "Fuck you, you lyin' 
son of a bitch,” but we don't always say what we mean to. 

"I expected you to be a little more resistant," he said with a grin. 
"Patience for that one. I can't give you that answer just yet," he fol-
lowed, then added, "but I can tell you he's someone important. This 
will be a high profile job, not like McAfee. We have everything else 
in place. We just need the last key player." 

"Why don't you get Rory to do it?" I looked over at Rory. He had a 
blank expression on his face—“indifferent”, I guess, is the word to 
describe it. He finished the last drop of whiskey in his glass and 
reached for the bottle. 

"Rory will have his own bite of the apple, that's for sure. But Rory 
hasn't been trained by the US government to put a bullet between the 
eyes of a man just over a mile away." 
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I buried my eyes in Isaac's stare. "The fuck are you talking about?" 
I asked him coldly. 

"You're barely getting to know me, lad. You'll find that I'm surpris-
ingly well connected. I've done my homework on you," he said as he 
tapped out his pipe. "Army Cavalry Scout, sniper for the Seventy-fifth 
Ranger Regiment, SPECOPS, Delta B-Squadron Task Force 6-26. 
Missions on almost every continent on God’s green earth. This should 
be something you're well-acquainted with." 

Damn. 
"I guess if I tell you, 'No', it's the last anybody'll hear about me." 
"On the contrary, Shirley, if you decline this offer, everyone's go-

ing to know who you are. You'll be the talk of the town from Belfast 
to Brooklyn." 

He dropped his hand below the table and came up holding three 
photos. He flicked them towards me. They landed in a half-moon 
puddle on the table left by someone's spilled whiskey. 

"Don't worry bout drying those off, Shirley. I've plenty more o' 
them."  

I realized what they were before I touched them. I thought of that 
Arab-looking guy with the scar at his hairline. I'd almost run into him 
on the day of the explosion. He'd had a camera. I didn't bother picking 
the photos up. I just spread them apart a little bit to get a better look. 
Three shots: one of me walking into McAfee’s Antiques, the next of 
me walking away from it, the last one was a shot of the explosion and 
me running back to the clock shop to see what had happened. 

"I'm sure any press agency would be happy to get their hands on 
these. You know how they love that homegrown terrorist story. Then, 
of course, they’ll come after your sister and your Aunt Winnie." 

I put the cigar between my lips and breathed deep. The peppery 
taste pricked the back of my tongue. I held it for a second, then 
opened my mouth and let the smoke drift out. White curtains lifted up 
in front of my right eye. I breathed out. "And if I say, 'Yes'?" 
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"Then you'll be helping us right the course of this nation. The Irish 
people have stopped fightin' for freedom, because they've been so 
long without it. They've forgotten what it tastes like. We're going to 
put that hunger back in their bellies with this one." He pointed the tip 
of his pipe at me as he spoke. "And you, personally, Shirley," he 
dipped his chin, "once you're done, you'll stay tucked away, safe in 
the ample bosom of the hills of Derry till you're ready to leave us." 

I had picked up my glass while he was talking and was swirling it 
around by the time he finished. I looked down into it. The Jameson 
rocked around in the cup, then settled. It distorted and magnified my 
fingers, blowing up my fingerprints till they looked like rows of corn 
in a field. 

"You've killed men for less than this, Shirley," Isaac's crackling 
voice drifted somewhere far off. 

"No money this time?" I asked, sarcastically. 
"I had hoped you'd do it just for the honor," he grinned. "Of course 

compensation only seems fair. How about another twenty grand?" 
I lifted the glass and downed it in a gulp. 
The door cracked open at the front of the pub and Nick called, “I 

had to walk all the way down to the Spar, but I found you some 
matches, Isaac.” 

"I'll do it," I said, landing the cup hard on the table 
"Ha!" Rory clapped beside me. 
"I was hoping you'd say so." Isaac smiled and leaned forward. 

"We'll set up the range tomorrow." He reached for the bottle and emp-
tied it into our cups. Then lifted his glass to make a toast. 

"To Shirley, the best man in all Derry, and to all who have fallen 
and will fall for a free Ireland. Sláinte."  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Nineteen

Two a.m.  
I shoved the wad of clothes into my duffle and zipped it shut. I had 

no intention of killing anybody. I'd done enough of that in my time. 
The only reason I agreed to do it was to take a little pressure off me.  

The stairs creaked under my feet as I crept down them. At the door, 
I turned back. The light was on in the kitchen. Erin was up. I wanted 
see her one last time, but I knew if I pushed through those doors, I'd 
miss my chance at leaving. I willed my hand to the knob of the front 
door. My mind flashed back to the dream I'd had on the road from the 
airport. I imagined the doorknob was scalding hot and actually pulled 
my hand back for a moment. I blinked myself out of that dream. The 
doorknob clicked. Cold air washed in. Then, I was standing outside, 
and the door clicked again behind me. 

There was a white 1997 Saab 9000 parked in the gravel round-
about. I tried the handle. Unlocked. I guessed car theft wasn't very 
common way out in the hills of Derry. You'd never leave a car un-
locked in Jersey, even if it was a piece-of-shit-junker like that one. 
You'd be just begging to have your car stolen, your stereo ripped out 
or a bum sleeping in your back seat the next morning. 

I bent under the steering wheel and popped the panel to find the 
car’s power wires. My other hand found the steak knife I'd pocketed 
from the table at dinner. I lifted my head up to take a look around. 
When I saw that no one was coming, I ducked back down to strip the 
wires. I found the starter and touched it to the wires I had reworked. 
They sparked and the car wheezed to life with a shudder. A country-
dancing jig blared through the speakers. I slammed my palm against 
the power button to turn it off before I woke up every damn person on 
the farm. No lights turned on in the house. That was good. 
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Seconds later, I was pulling out through the stone wall, retracing 
the route back to the city in my mind. It was one of those nights 
where it seems like it's just you and the stars. No moon, just stars. The 
countryside spread around me in dark shapes. My headlights cut out a 
twenty-five by forty-foot slice of reality. I rolled over it, watching 
dust kick up in my rearview mirror. 

I cruised around the corner and started coasting down a hill. On my 
left, the stone wall ran out and another picked up. The leather on the 
steering wheel was unraveling. I thumbed the loose strap. The car 
found the bottom of the hill and jolted when I crossed a small bridge 
over a creek. I started climbing again. Up ahead, the ground leveled 
out, and the small two-tire road I was on merged right into another 
dirt road that was wider. I blinkered right for the hell of it and checked 
my speed. 45 mph. I slowed just a bit to make the turn as the hill to 
my left dropped down to the road. I didn't figure anyone was up and 
driving around at two a.m. except me, so I didn't bother stopping. Bad 
mistake. I made the turn just as two bright lights flashed into all my 
mirrors, blinding me. 

The next thing I heard was the sound of metal on metal as that car 
sideswiped mine. The passenger door crumpled in. Its window burst 
into tiny fragments of glass that whipped at my face like shrapnel off 
a grenade. The car slid sideways and rotated, leaving me nose on the 
road, tail off. I watched the brake lights of the other car, a red BMW, 
brighten up out my window.  

"Shit." I hesitated, then went to put the car in neutral. It stuck on 
me at first, so I reworked it and finally got it into neutral. Cold air fil-
tered into the cab and became a full breeze when I cracked open my 
door. I watched the other car, while I listened to the radiator fan 
whirring in mine. A few loose parts were rattling around, but I figured 
it was all cosmetic, no real engine damage.  

At the other car, the driver's door opened. A man got out. There 
wasn't any direct light on him or nothing, so the best I could make out 
was that he had on jeans, dark shoes, a black cardigan and a jacket. At 
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about his chest, things faded into darkness. He walked towards me. I 
started out of my car, then changed my mind.  

My left hand found the gearshift while I kept an eye on the man. 
After a couple of tries, I got it in to gear. He was halfway across the 
bridge by that time. He must have heard the gears change in my en-
gine. He pushed his jacket back and reached behind him. I shut my 
door. His right hand found what he was looking for and dropped to his 
side. I punched the gas. He broke into a sprint. My back tires chewed 
up some dirt, then finally caught hold.  

I launched onto the road and fishtailed. The man was in front of me 
by then and still running. He had his right hand raised toward me. He 
was holding a gun. The muzzle flashed with a pop. A bullet snapped 
through the windshield and ripped open the passenger headrest. I 
didn't wait for the second. I flicked on the brights and ducked below 
the dashboard while I stamped down on the gas. 

The next shot screeched across the roof. The third punched a hole 
through my door and came inches from my knee. The window behind 
me exploded with the next. I peeked over the dash to aim my hood 
through the bridge and past the guy's parked car. My front tires hit the 
lip of the bridge and bounced up. I glanced in the rearview just in time 
to see another burst of light come out of the man's barrel and hear a 
thunk as the bullet buried itself in my trunk. My front tires came off 
the edge of the bridge and swerved hard to the left to avoid the parked 
sedan sitting there. I barely cleared it, but the move ran me off the 
road and down a little incline. I laid off the gas and angled the wheels 
back up the hill. Then I pressed down again, coming up at a forty-five 
degree angle towards the BMW. When my front two tires found the 
road, I tugged the wheel to the left. The rest of the car followed, 
slamming broadside into the parked car and showering me with more 
sparkling bits of glass. Behind me, the man with the gun was charging 
over the bridge. I peeled away with a cloud of dirt in my trail and 
pushed that pedal down till it hit the floor. 

Cold air whipped through the car. In the rearview, I watched the 
headlights of the sedan disappear as the road dipped down a hill. My 
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heart was thumping like a Floyd Mayweather speed-bag. I put my 
eyes back on the road in front of me. The dirt track grew out of the 
darkness and rushed under my tires at increasing speed. The engine 
screamed, begging me to let up. I switched gears and leaned over the 
wheel to get a better look at the road, slowing just a bit to take a curv-
ing right. 

Just then, the silvery veins of cracked glass across the windshield 
flickered brighter. I checked the rearview. Nothing there, just the glow 
of my taillights on a cloud of dirt as my car straightened out. Then, 
those two yellowish balls of light came up from the bottom of the mir-
ror as the BMW crested the hill behind me. 

"Shit," I said under my breath.  
Not that I had expected anything different. He was gaining speed 

on me, though—fast. His lights blinked closed and open again with 
every turn and hill. Every time they did, they were larger, closer—like 
the eyes of that freaky cat in Alice in Wonderland. I really hate cats. 

I pushed the Saab as hard as she would go, but I was fighting an 
uphill battle, literally. In half a mile, he was right on top of me. His 
headlights were burning out my retinas as they drifted out of my 
rearview, into my one good side mirror and back like two marbles in a 
bottle. He was trying to find an opening. I wasn't going to let him 
have it.  

We came screaming around a turn. His nose dropped to the inside 
and knocked me right on the back tire. I fought the wheel, barely lip-
ping the edge of the road that would have sent me rolling over a thir-
ty-foot slope. I powered down on the gas and the car lurched back 
into forward motion. His tail whipped out toward the edge I had just 
escaped. I thought, for a moment, he was gone, but he skidded back 
onto the road and straightened out behind me. 

On both sides of the road, a stone wall rose up. The man in the red 
sedan cruised up behind me. I watched him edge out of my rearview 
and into my right side mirror. He sped up, but I swerved to the right 
and cut him off. His bumper crunched into the back of my car and 
jolted me forward. I looked back over my shoulder. The broken glass 
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of his headlights shone like jagged teeth. He backed off. I turned my 
head around to the front, getting ready for another hit. My lights 
bounced off of something white in front of me. In a second, I realized 
what it was. Thirty sheep had spilled through an open space in the 
wall to my right and were just standing there. Hitting them at sixty 
was going to be like hitting a fuckin’ wall. I jerked the wheel right, 
hoping that opening in the stone wall was wide enough. The car 
screeched as it scraped against the last rock. I barely missed the back-
side of a sheep on my left. In slow motion, I could see the look of hor-
ror on its face. A thump against my trunk told me it hadn't been so 
lucky, and I'd clipped it on my way through the wall.  

Then next second, I was airborne. Wind whistled through the bro-
ken window on my left. Then, I crunched down onto the downward 
sloping grass and nearly rolled over. I was praying that guy hadn't 
seen the sheep in time—that I'd hear a crash and see a few puffy white 
clouds go flying into the night sky. I had no such luck. His headlights 
glared down at me like a panther's eyes as he launched through the 
opening and came down with the same crunching sound as I had. 

I looked back in front of me just in time to dodge a boulder that 
had risen out of nowhere; then I pulled a hard left when my headlights 
picked up a tractor waiting for me on the other side. I tried to keep the 
road parallel to me on the left, but the grade became more and more 
steep, so I turned towards the base of the hill, hoping to find a bridge 
across the creek that was at the bottom of every one of these valleys. 
My car bounced and rattled, hitting divots and mounds on the uneven 
ground. I was sure that she couldn't take much more. Any moment, 
the axel would snap or a tire would blow out. She held it together, 
though. I promised myself that if I made it out of this, I was gonna 
buy a Saab. I spotted the bridge a hundred yards away and tried to 
wrangle the car in that direction. The steering wheel jerked around 
with every bump like a possessed Ouija board. I let off the gas and 
coasted the last fifteen feet. The car rocked up on the bridge and back 
down the other side. The glove compartment burst open, spewing pa-
pers into the passenger seat. They whipped around in the wind, surf-
ing between the dashboard and windshield. 
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Lights glowed at the farmhouse up ahead while the BMW crept 
closer. He swung wide and raced up beside me. Bails of hay whipped 
between us. A small dirt road struggled out of the grass and pointed 
towards the farm. The sedan swung hard my way, slamming into me 
and shoving me off the road. It pulled away just in time for another 
bail to pass between us. There was a barn ahead on the left and two 
houses on the right. The red sedan came back, hitting me again. Loose 
glass shook free and sprinkled down on me. I fought the wheel to stay 
on the road. I knew I was gonna lose it, though. The car started twist-
ing sideways, so I let go of the wheel and went with it. The corner of 
the barn came screaming towards me. I pulled left, peeling away from 
the sedan and shooting through the barn. Horses kicked and whinnied 
on both sides. The glove compartment yapped beside me with a dimly 
burning bulb in its mouth, like a haunted Jack-o-Lantern. 

I burst out the other side with a cloud of hay. I nearly t-boned the 
BMW, but jerked left. My car skidded back up onto the road and 
slammed broadside into his. The impact shoved him off the road, 
which put me back in front as my tires chewed up the dirt and started 
climbing. 

I passed through the farm's gate and the ground leveled out on a 
paved road. My hands felt numb. I ground the gas pedal into the floor 
with my foot. I glanced down and watched the needle climb. 40. 50. 
60. The cold wind whipped through the car, making my eyes water. I 
wiped my nose on my sleeve and held my hand up to the dash lights. 
Blood. I was bleeding. Headlights blinded me from behind. He was 
gaining on me. 

I looked at the speedometer. 76 and climbing. Piles of rocks 
whipped by like bullets. I looked back through the mirror. He was 
twenty feet away. Fifteen. So close, I could see the steam from my 
tailpipe on his lights. He slid out of my rearview and ducked into my 
side mirror. I nudged the wheel. He slid back up into the rearview. He 
tried it again. This time he went right. The driver's side mirror had 
been ripped off when I’d peeled away at the bridge. I reacted instinc-
tively, drifting right to cut him off. All of a sudden his lights went out. 
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Then he blazed up on my left side, his car running parallel to mine. 
The gap between our cars closed, and he slammed into me. I fought 
the wheel. Out of the corner of my eye I could see his car pull away. 
Then it came back with another crunch. He rode me, the metal of his 
car ground against the metal of mine. Another stone wall was coming 
up on the right. My wheel wobbled on the edge of the road, shaking 
the rest of the car. He pulled away and slammed me again, edging me 
more off the road and in line with that wall. I tapped the brake. My 
car slid back until my grill was even with his rear tire. I jerked the 
wheel left and hit the gas. His back tires swung forward and his front 
end came towards me. He was sliding almost sideways on the road. 

The stone wall hit him just behind his front tire. The BMW lifted 
and rolled. For a moment, I was staring broadside at the axel of his 
car, so sure that I was about to go flying through the windshield to 
become a part of it. The next instant, the back of the car lifted up, giv-
ing me just enough room to shoot under it before it spiraled and 
flipped tail over nose into the dark behind me.  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Twenty 

Lampposts blazed trails overhead.  
I had followed the small, backcountry road till it met a larger one. 

Somewhere along the way, I pulled over at a gas station, filled up the 
tank and broke out the rest of the glass that was hanging over the pas-
senger and rear doors.  

I'd gone inside the gas station to buy a map. Of course they didn't 
sell maps, because, apparently, no one in the whole fuckin' country 
needs them—I was still a little pissed about being shot at and almost 
rammed into a flock of sheep. The guy in the station gave me direc-
tions to the highway, though. So I bought a bag of something called 
Walker’s Cajun Squirrel Flavoured Crisps and got back on the road to 
Belfast.  

Traffic had thinned out by the time I made it to the city. The streets 
were quiet, except for when I passed a pub shrieking with Irish music 
and littered with a few stragglers who had nowhere better to be. Then 
the music would fade out until the next pub came within earshot. In-
candescent lights glowed in small rectangular shop windows that 
looked like microwave ovens. I passed rows of apartment housing that 
reminded me of a bunch of life-sized monopoly pieces glued together. 

I drove north, through the city, to the docks. I had a passport, but 
nowhere close to enough money for a plane ticket. I figured I could 
find a ship headed out of the country. I'd sort things out from there. 
Maybe I'd turn myself in and talk to the Feds. Maybe I'd just lay low 
for a while and see what happened. I didn't have a game plan at that 
point. I just knew I needed to get the hell out of Ireland. 
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The smell of seawater seeped into the open car windows—and 
something else, like an orange rotting in the sun. That's how I knew I 
was getting close.  

U2's “Still Haven't Found What I'm Looking For” was playing on 
the radio when I caught sight of a chain link fence that ran the length 
of the dock's perimeter. I pulled into the lot just before it. It was dark 
and empty, except for a few dunes of sand that bordered on the fence 
and the river to the right. I parked the Saab in it—what was left of the 
Saab, that is.  

It was a good two and a half hours before dawn. The men who 
worked down at the docks shuffled around like a bunch ants. There 
was a whole lot of activity going on. 

I snapped the antennae off the car, ratcheted it down till it was the 
size of a ballpoint pen and slid it into my back pocket. The knife, I 
tucked into my belt. The chain-link fence that raced the perimeter was 
topped with barbed wire. I popped the trunk and pulled out the mat, 
then jogged over to the fence with it rolled up under my arm. 

Strapping my duffle tighter, I climbed to the top of a mound of 
sand to get a better look at the shipping yard. A few arc-sodium lights 
scorched bright circles into the black sky. There were a couple more 
lighting up the cranes that worked at the pier. The rest of the shipyard 
was spotted with dimly burning, yellowish lights. The fence in front 
of me separated the sand dunes from the shipping yard. Directly 
ahead of that sat a squatty, ridged warehouse. Every few minutes a 
flatbed truck would scuttle down the road that ran between the ware-
house and the crates on the other side. It stopped on the right corner 
under another crane, loaded up, then trucked on over to the cargo ship 
waiting at the pier.  

Best I could figure, there were about thirty guys making up the 
ground crew. The crates would give me shadows to move around in, 
but there was a hell of a lot of open road between the warehouse in 
front of me and the ship at the water to the right. That made things a 
little more difficult. I waited in the darkness for a few more minutes.  
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A low rumble started building to the right. I looked over the water 
and realized there was an airport across the channel. That gave me the 
opportunity I needed.  

I scrambled down the sand dune. The fence was topped with 
barbed wire, but I had planned for that. I whipped the trunk floor-mat 
over the top of the fence, holding one end so it unrolled in midair and 
laid flat over the barbed wire. I grabbed ahold of the fence and started 
climbing, its metal links clinking beneath me. The roar of the plane 
started to fade as its blinking lights disappeared into the clouds. I was 
at the top of the fence. I knew I didn't have long. I rolled over the mat, 
grabbing hold of its edge as I fell ten feet towards the ground. It 
snagged for a second, breaking my fall and turning me from a hori-
zontal roll to right side up. I pulled it down with me, leaving the fence 
chiming and the barbed wire coils bobbing up and down.  

The sound of the airplane had turned into a low, distant growl. I 
held my breath and waited for someone to walk around the corner. 
When no one came, I crept 'round it myself. Voices piped up from in-
side the warehouse. I dropped behind the dumpster sitting against the 
side. 

"I don't know how many of these I owe ye now," came a high 
voice. 

"More than I have a mind to recall, Alby," was the reply. "One of 
these days yer gonna have ta buy yer own fags, mate." 

The man with the high voice wheezed an uncomfortable laugh, "I 
promise I'll make it up ta you, Padraig," he said. 

"Oh, lick the back of ‘em. As if I haven't heard that before, ye 
feckin’ leech. Anyway, ye'd better get your arse over to the crane. 
Oran's been waiting fer ya," Padraig replied, his footsteps scraping 
back to the warehouse. Another pair grew louder, though. The guy 
with the high voice was coming towards me.  

Cigarette smoke drifted around the dumpster and swirled in front 
of me. The footsteps stopped. The lid lifted, then clanged back down. 
He started walking away, jangling keys in his hand. I peeked out, then 
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rounded the dumpster and stalked up behind him. There was a truck 
parked at the road in front of us. Only the empty flatbed and the back 
two tires were visible. The rest was cut off by the warehouse corner. I 
matched my steps to his as best I could, but he was too focused on the 
drag of his cigarette to notice me anyway. When we got there, he 
turned right. I stopped at the corner till I heard his door slam shut. As 
it did, I rolled under the truck-bed. I wedged my feet into one of the 
pipes and grabbed hold of the bar that held the spare tire in place. He 
keyed the ignition, and the truck rumbled into a roll. At my back, the 
pavement rushed by. I looked past the whirring tires to my left at the 
open warehouse. Dull fluorescents cast a blue-green light on the half-
legs of a few dockworkers milling around. Then the side wall of the 
warehouse passed by, cutting off the scene. The truck sputtered 
through the darkness. My arms started to burn.  

We slowed to a stop as we pulled into a lighted area. I lowered my-
self to the ground, taking in my surroundings. The crane sat to the 
right, its gears and wires cranking away. The ring of light on the 
pavement broke off sharply behind it. Thirty feet past the crane and 
into the darkness was the water. A mooring line was tied up, tracing 
its way back to the cargo ship at dock just fifty yards down the road to 
the left. The shadow of the crane's arm swung over the truck and 
stopped. I waited, trying to make up my mind about what I was going 
to do. I knew if I stayed with the truck till it unloaded at the ship, I'd 
have to walk straight through the front doors to get onboard. That 
mooring line seemed like a better option, but getting from a truck sit-
ting right in the middle of a spotlight, past a crane operator and into 
the darkness was going to be tricky. A sound of scraping metal and 
creaking wires came from the left, where a pile of crates sat waiting. I 
peeked out and saw the top one lift off. This needed to happen fast.  

I rolled to the right edge of the truck and got ready. The crane arm 
crossed back over the truck and hovered. I took that break and tore off 
down the track of crisscrossing shadows that it created, diving into the 
darkness at the end of it. 
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A minute later, I was wrapped around that mooring line, working 
my way toward the stern of the cargo ship. The name “Theresa” was 
printed on her backside, like a nautical tramp-stamp. The rope I was 
on fed into a hole just below the back railing. Above that, rose a four-
story command center and cabin structure. I reached the railing and 
climbed over. The good news was that no one was there waiting for 
me. The bad news was that there wasn't a walkway ‘round the side, so 
I was gonna have to make my way through the cabin if I wanted to get 
to the cargo hold. The steel door's handle was cold and greasy with 
seawater and diesel fumes. I pulled it and swung the heavy door open.  

A thirty-foot hallway waited for me inside. Doors faced each other 
every five feet, separated by dim bulkhead lights. I slipped through 
into the hallway and made my way to about the second door before 
the latch at the end of the hall clicked open. I tried the door to my 
right. Locked. I tried the one on the left as a shaft of light cracked 
through the hatch door at the end of the hall. The knob in my hand 
twisted, and the door gave way. I closed it slowly behind me, listening 
to the heavy footsteps coming down the hallway towards me. Another 
door opened, and the steps clanked up a stairway. I hadn't even real-
ized I was holding my breath. I let out a lung-full and looked around. 
In the little light that was struggling through a porthole window, I 
could make out a bed, table, dresser and a poster of some pinup girl 
with gallon-sized jugs.  

I opened the door again and made my way down the hallway. At 
the end of it sat the hatch door, floodlights glowing through its port-
hole window from the other side. I took a look through it. With the 
dimly-blazing flood lamps behind them, the stacks of crates looked 
like a city skyline. It reminded me of Philly at sunset. The dock's three 
cranes bobbed like rocking horses. One would take a crate from the 
truck down at the dock and place it on the ship. Another would pick 
up a crate from the ship and load it onto the truck waiting below. I 
watched the shuffle of cargo that was starting to look more and more 
like a marble and cup game. Down on the cargo deck a couple guys 
walked around securing lines to some crates about to be moved and 
unlatching the new additions.  
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I was hypnotized. Movement just outside the door snapped me out 
of it, though, as I noticed two men watching the activity on the deck. I 
looked to my left. A stairway went down half a level, then turned a 
hundred and eighty degrees and went down the rest of the way. I fig-
ured I'd have better luck finding a place to stow away down there than 
I would up top with all those guys working. 

I was on the fourth step down when a red-faced lug in a jumpsuit 
rounded the corner. A wave of icy cold went through my body.  

His eyebrows shot up and his mouth dropped open. I could tell I 
was wearing the same look on my face. 

"Fuck's sake, boy!" Ye trying ta kill me?" He said with a laugh. 
I put on my best Irish accent. "I was about to ask ye the same 

thing." I actually didn't sound half bad. I laughed with him, more at 
the sound of an Irish accent coming out of my mouth than anything 
else. 

"Ye must be new," he said and stuck out his hand. He was in his 
mid-fifties, at about the age when reddish hair starts to show little 
streaks of white. 

"Rory," I lied and took his hand. His grip was hard. He was a tall 
man too, 'bout six-foot-four, which was four inches taller than me. 

"Well, Rory," he smiled, "name's Duff, on account of my last name 
being Duffy. First name’s Gerard, but you can call me Duff. Anyhell, 
welcome to the crew." He grunted as he started back up the stairs. 

"A word of advice," he huffed, "don't go skulkin' around any more 
stairwells," he said as he passed on my right, patting me on the shoul-
der. 

I turned around quickly. He was facing me, his right arm raised up, 
clutching a heavy Mag-lite flashlight. When he realized I'd caught 
him about to bash me in the head with it, he brought the Mag-lite 
down hard and fast with a lot of brute force but not control. I stepped 
to his right and let the butt of the flashlight whish next to my face, 
then guided that swing with my right hand till it cracked into his left 
kneecap. With a sharp yelp, he fell forward. He dropped the flashlight 
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and rolled down the four steps behind me till he was just a lump, 
groaning between both sets of stairs. Then, all hell broke loose. 

"Duff, you alright there?" came a voice from downstairs. A pair of 
boots clanked up the stairs as a young guy rushed to the old man. 

"Oh, shite!" he said, then turned from Duff and saw me. I leapt off 
the step as he stood to face me and drove my knee into his chest, 
knocking the wind out of him. He slammed into the wall and crum-
pled down beside the old guy. A door opened in the hallway above me 
with three men talking as they entered. They walked the length of the 
hall I had just come from. I knew I didn't have time to stash the two 
away somewhere. I picked up the flashlight, shoved the them into a 
narrow sliver of shadow and took the second set of steps down into 
the hull of the ship. As soon as I could see into the next room ahead of 
me, I realized I had a problem. The short dark hallway I was in passed 
through an opened hatch door and into a small well-lit room. I saw the 
back of one guy sitting at the table to the right, the hands of another at 
a desk in the far left corner. I pulled the antennae out of my back 
pocket and held it down at my side at its full three-foot length. The 
man at the table leaned back and looked through the door. 

"Was he alright, Mikey?" he called through the doorway at me. 
"Aye," I said it short and sharp in about the tone I'd heard from the 

young guy. A third man appeared in the doorway, looking at me curi-
ously. I punched the flashlight on, and light burst into his face. 

"What the hell?!" he shouted as his hand went up to cover his eyes. 
My fist came up hard under his chin, lifting him off his feet. I took 
another step forward, shoving him back onto the man still sitting at 
the table. Falling out of his chair as the first guy crashed into it, he 
found his feet and pulled a knife out of his belt loop. It was too late, 
though. I had already closed on him. I whipped the antennae across 
my body as he made for a stab. The top segment found his thumb. His 
hand flew open, letting go of the knife in a shock of pain. I swung the 
mag in from the right, landing it on the side of his face, dropping him 
like a brick. 
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Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the man behind the desk stand-
ing with something pointed at me. I fell forward, twisting and throw-
ing the eight-pound flashlight his way as I did. The gun in his hand 
went off with a loud pop, just before the Mag-lite went spinning into 
his shoulder. He fell back. The bullet ricocheted around the room. I 
scrambled to my feet and jumped through the door ahead of me. I 
turned the corner to my left and found myself in a darkened cargo 
hold. I knew the man behind the desk wasn't out, so I dropped behind 
a crate and waited in the shadows.  

This isn't right, I thought to myself, taking in some deep breaths 
and trying to slow them down. Something was off. The way the 
cranes were working, how these guys had attacked so quickly, the fact 
that they had guns. I didn't have time to go down that track, though. I 
had to find a way out, and fast. 

I sat still for a second, letting my eyes adjust to the darkness. The 
room smelled like a barn. A pair of footsteps—two pairs—rushed into 
the cargo hold, then stopped. One of the guys was breathing heavy. 
He moved away, while the other came closer. I crouched low, waiting 
around the corner of one of the boxes. The room was still—not a 
sound but my breathing and my heart beating out of my chest. I held 
my breath, listening for the smallest hint of where they were.  

Right behind me, a radio crackled. I turned my head to catch the 
barrel of a rifle moving past my left shoulder. The man that followed 
it was just as surprised to see me. His eyes shot wide as I slashed the 
antennae down on his hand, snapping it over his knuckles and weak-
ening his grasp of the gun. It was an M16. I dropped the antennae and 
grabbed the handle on top of the gun with my right. Then I brought 
my shoulder up under his elbow. The gun twisted down out of his 
hand and into mine. I whipped my elbow at his chin, stepping into 
him to push him back against the box. I drove the butt of the rifle into 
his temple to finish him. The radio squeaked again, luckily, covering 
the sound of the impact. I crouched back down for a moment.  

Footsteps ahead of me got my attention. I moved towards them, 
taking cover behind the crates scattered around the hold. I dropped 
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down behind a large stack of boxes and listened. He was close. The 
muffled tap of his shoes on the metal floor and a slight wheezing in 
his breath gave him away. I realized, then, just how alive I felt. My 
senses were sharpening. My pulse slowed. I hadn't felt that way in 
years—not since they dropped me from Delta. I had put that life be-
hind me, thinking it was over—that I'd never go back. I'd buried that 
Shirley, but he never really died. I, silently, popped the ammo clip off 
the bottom of the gun and eased out a bullet with my thumb before 
replacing it. I tossed it into the far corner of the room. Then I stood, 
back to the wall of boxes, and waited.  

His gun slid past the corner of the box, followed by scrawny arms. 
He was shaking. When the side of his face came into view, I met it 
with the butt of the rifle. The man went down easy, almost like he was 
grateful I'd put him out of the game. I looked down and recognized 
him as the guy who'd shot at me. 

At that moment lights flashed on, blinding me, and every door in 
the cargo hold opened. I ducked down and ran to the nearest crate. 
Hand over my eyes, I tried to blink back my sight. Through red 
blotches and squiggly lines, I made out movement all around me. 
Catwalks above clanked with footsteps and someone yelled, "He's got 
a gun!" 

Another man yelled back, "Hold your fire!" That same man con-
tinued, "Put down the gun, ye dumb prick! There's no way out of 
this." 

My sight came back. I clocked twenty guys on the catwalks alone, 
another ten or so down in the hold with me. The man calling the shots 
was on the walkway above and across from me. He was in his sixties. 
Dark eyes peered through a low, thick brow. His chin, even though it 
was small, jutted forward under a fat lower lip and a large nose. On 
either side of his face, sideburns raced up into his skipper cap. 

"Listen, I'm sorry 'bout beating up your boys and everything, but I 
need some help. There's a guy named Isaac Harper, and he's planning 
on killing somebody important, an assassination kinda thing. You got-
ta listen to m-" 
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"Put down the gun, and we'll talk," he cut me off. 
I looked around again. Every man in there had a gun: M15's, a few 

AR-180's, but mostly AK-47's and pistols. The guy was right. There 
was no way out. I put the rifle on the ground. 

"On your knees, hands behind your head," he commanded.  
I obeyed.  
His men moved in fast. A bare-knuckle punch took me right on the 

jaw. Sparks of pain shot across my cheek. It snapped my face side-
ways, while a steel-toed boot kicked me hard in the kidney. Pain ex-
ploded in my side. My body jerked with it. I fell sideways. My ears 
were ringing, but I could still hear the guys laughing and jeering 
above me. I couldn't tell if I was breathing out or breathing in.  

I got the shit kicked out of me for what felt like hours, but was 
probably just a minute or two. Then someone, somehow, put out my 
lights.  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Twenty-One

When I opened my eyes, I was lying on my face inside a shipping 
crate. 

The stench of decay was so thick it was like breathing in syrup. My 
cheek was pounding, and I was pretty sure I'd pissed myself. They 
hadn't tied me up, which was a plus, so I pushed myself up and let my 
eyes adjust to the dark. It was hard to wait, trying to gulp down 
mouthfuls of that sickening air. A crack in the door at the far end of 
the crate let in just a sliver of light. 

Slowly, I began to make out the ridges on the sides and above me. 
Sacks of grain were lying in loose mounds all over the container, sil-
houetted by the light coming from the door. I shifted onto my hip and 
put my hand in front of me while I tried to get to my feet. My little 
and ring fingers sank into a pocket of something slippery and cool. I 
jerked them back instinctively and looked down to see the decompos-
ing face of a horrified young girl. Her mouth was gaping open, lined 
with rows of wide teeth that would have made a beautiful smile if 
they hadn't been dulled and spackled with dirt. Her nose was almost 
gone. It was that same girl who'd fallen off the back of the semi in my 
bridge dream. Black hair twisted in clumps around her head. Her eyes 
had lain flat, liquefied. The left one had oozed out, dripping down into 
her ear and mouth. I wiped my hand off furiously, realizing I'd shoved 
my last two fingers into her eye socket. I tore my gaze away from her, 
looking into the darkness, then back down at the trail of her hair. It 
fell over another face. This one was too far along to make any sense 
of what the person used to look like. I looked to my right, where a 
hand laid in the strip of light. I turned left to a pile of three bodies 
stacked against the wall. They weren't sacks of grain. They were bod-
ies. All bodies.  
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I felt like I'd been kicked in the stomach. My face got hot and 
tingly. My mouth started to water. Then it happened—the entire con-
tents of my stomach jumped into the elevator and hit the button for 
the penthouse. I heaved one hard heave that lifted me off my knees. 
Once it started, I couldn't stop. I wretched again and again, violently, 
choking on my own vomit, gasping for breath, but going right back 
into it when I smelled that stink in the air.  

I had nothing left, but my body still convulsed. I was aware that I 
was crying. Emotionally spent, something in my head popped, and it 
began to feel like it was filling with sand. I collapsed in my own puke, 
weeping. I had to get out of there. 

I started clawing over bodies, pulling myself with the last ounces 
of my strength toward the door. I was five feet away when a hand 
grasped my ankle, its fingernails digging into my skin. I rolled onto 
my back and saw a form crawling slowly in the shadows. A sudden 
surge of strength came over me, and I drove myself backwards toward 
the door. It kept coming, though. A head lifted and caught the light. A 
ragged stream of blonde hair rippled down over her face. Her green 
eyes were empty, sunken in as though the soul had left her body. 
Above her left eye was a hole the size of a .38 caliber bullet. 

"Haley!?" I shouted, surprised.  
She didn't respond. She just looked straight through me and 

grabbed ahold of my knee to pull herself higher.  
"Haley, what did they do to you?" I watched for some sign of ex-

pression on her face. Pain, sadness, hatred, anything. Then I saw that 
all around the crate, dark lumps of human bodies had begun to move. 
Like a black tar beginning to boil, their arms, backs, heads lifted and 
dropped as they groped their way towards me.  

Haley's hand clutched at my shirt. I looked back into her eyes—
those vacant, gaping pupils. I grabbed the sides of her head and 
shouted, "Haley!"  

She snapped out of it and recognized me. Her mouth opened into a 
slight smile, then her jaw continued to lower. Her cold, claw-like fin-
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gers found my collar and gripped tight. Other hands grabbed ahold of 
my legs and arms. The bones in Haley's jaw cracked and shifted as it 
opened even wider, tearing the rim of her lips. She lowered her head 
and lurched towards me.  

I kicked myself back. The cold steel of the doors pressed against 
me. I turned to reach up for a handle and realized there wasn't one. 
For a moment I lost it, clawing at the metal. Over my shoulder, I 
could see Haley and the rest of the bodies creeping their way towards 
me. 

I closed my hand and pounded on the door, then put my feet under 
me and threw my body into it. It didn't budge—just made a hollow 
echo that shook through the crate. Crooked, gnarled fingers twisted 
themselves around my legs and pulled me to the floor. I thrashed and 
kicked as they closed in. Teeth bit down, and pain ripped through my 
body. I fought to get free, but there were too many of them. More 
bodies climbed over the top of others and clawed their way up my 
chest. A stinking, bloated corpse with a marine crew cut climbed his 
way to the top of the pack. His face inches above mine, a frothy pink 
goo dripped off his teeth and onto my nose and lips. I closed my 
mouth and spat out.   He came down to take a bite out of me. I 
brought my head up fast and hard. My forehead met his nose and 
crunched all the way through his skull. His face burst like a water-
melon, pouring pink chunks and bone fragments as he fell off me.  

Haley took his place. She stared at me for a moment, and I noticed 
that tears had carved tracks through the grime on her face. The hunger 
flashed back into her eyes and her jaw shot open. Her head snapped 
forward in a lunge. My eyes went wide.  

__ 

Something struck me, jerking my head to the right. 
I was surrounded by light. I blinked and inhaled at once, but was 

cut short by the sharp pain in my side. I wheezed in a little air at a 
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time while I squinted through the pain. My cheek throbbed. So did my 
right knee and back. 

"I think he's coming around," I heard a voice say from far away. 
Slowly, darker shapes started to form in the light. I tried to move my 
hand to cover my eyes, but I couldn't. Just then, a shadow formed in 
front of me. I lifted my chin off my chest and realized the man who 
had spoken was right beside me. 

"Want me to give him another beating?" he asked somebody. 
"I appreciate your enthusiasm, Henry, but I don't think it's neces-

sary," someone answered. 
Things became clearer. I could tell I was still in the ship's hold 

with boxes scattered around and the walkways lining the walls around 
me. The man who'd just spoken, standing ten feet from me, was the 
one with the skipper cap. I figured he was either the captain or the guy 
who ran things at the docks.  

He took a few steps closer and spoke up, "Welcome back to the 
land of the living, Rip Van Winkle. You gave a few of my boys quite a 
lamping. Seemed only fair ta let 'em return the favor." A couple guys 
were standing off to the side. They all exchanged smiles at that. "I be-
lieve you were going to tell me a story, my son." 

The image of Haley flashed in my mind and the urgency came 
back. "Listen, somebody's gonna die if-" I started, before he cut me 
off. 

"Whoa, there, son. How 'bout we start with your name. And then 
ye can explain to me what a red-blooded Yank is doing on my boat 
throwing me boys around like rag dolls." He stood there with his arms 
crossed and one eyebrow cocked. I went into it, telling him the story 
from the beginning and not sparing any details. He perked up once, 
when I mentioned the bombing and when I talked about the car chase. 
For the most part, though, he stood there, unmoved, arms crossed, a 
hard stare boring into me. 
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When I finished, he said, "That's a pretty fantastic story, laddie, but 
ye've got a bit of a problem on your hands, what, with not being able 
to prove it and all." 

"Don't let me go, that's fine," I came back, "but you've got to warn 
somebody 'bout this assassination plan. Call the cops, and tell them to 
check it out." His attention turned to a knock at the door before I 
could finish. He nodded to one of the guys standing near it, who 
walked over and yanked on the latch. 

"Took your own sweet time getting here, didn't ye?" The captain 
called towards the doorway. He took a couple steps that way and con-
tinued, "Got a lad here with a hell of a tale. Figured ye could get to 
the bottom of it better than I could." 

Isaac stepped through the hatch door, followed by Sleepy George. 
"Seeing as he mentioned your name, I thought ye might be inter-

ested to hear what he had to say about ye," the man with the skipper 
cap finished. 

"I appreciate that, Oran," Isaac thanked the man, throwing him a 
smile and putting a hand on his arm. 

You gotta be fucking kidding me, I thought to myself.  
My shoulders were starting to ache, but I struggled against the 

ropes that held my hands behind my back. 
Isaac turned from the man towards me and smiled, "Shirley, glad 

you decided to turn up. We've been looking for you everywhere." 
"Fuck you," I replied. 
"Oran here tells me you've got quite a tale to tell. I hope you 

haven't been running rumors about me all over town." He looked at 
me hard for a second. "I don't believe you have, else why would you 
have made such an effort to sneak aboard this ship." Without taking 
his eyes off mine, he said, "Boys, why don't you find us a couple of 
chairs. I think me and Shirley need to have a chat." Sleepy and one of 
the other guys left the room. 
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"Shirley, I would untie you. Lord knows, I hate to see you like this, 
but I'm afraid you may do something foolish, something we'd both 
regret.” He scratched his neck, his finger running over the jagged 
ridge of his scar. Sleepy lumbered back into the room with a few 
chairs. Isaac pulled one up in front of me. The captain sat down be-
hind him. 

"I suppose I have my luck to thank that you came straight for the 
dock." Isaac settled into his chair. "You see, my friend Oran here just 
so happens to be the harbormaster for all the docks in this area." He 
held out his hand towards Oran, who tipped his cap towards me with a 
smirk. "It really wouldn't have mattered which boat you boarded, you 
would have ended up in his hands anyway. I can see they roughed you 
up a tad bit," he said, reaching in his coat pocket for a handkerchief. 
He smudged some of the blood off my head and my lip, "Told me you 
put up a pretty good fight of your own," his voice crackled. 

"You could say that," I replied. 
"I think there's more Irish in you than you know, lad," his mouth 

creased a half smile. 
"What the hell is going on here?" I glared at him. 
"I would tell you, but I believe you already know." 
"That's not grain in those crates, is it?" I nodded towards a small 

pile of boxes with a tarp thrown over them. 
"You're only half right there, lad," he said, pulling his pipe out and 

stuffing a wad of tobacco into it. "That's not all grain in those crates," 
he said, then lit his pipe with three puffs. 

"Guns," I said, flatly. 
He didn't say a word, but the corners of his eyes wrinkled up. 

Something sparked in his eyes as he looked at me. 
"I don't want any part of this," I said, tasting the blood in my 

mouth. 
"I hate to tell you, Shirley but you've been a part of this since be-

fore you were born. There's a day comin', and soon, when we Irish 
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will take back the land that has always been ours; a day of reckoning, 
a day of vindication for wrongs done against us in the past." 

"You're outta your mind," I said. 
"Am I, Shirley?" he asked, "Is this so different from what your 

American forefather's did to the English—the very same nation—
when they grew tired of living under her boot-heel? You see, lad, this 
is the dream of your people."  

Isaac held up his left hand. That beat up ring of his glinted in the 
dim light. He flicked his fingers down in a subtle gesture, and one of 
the sailors behind him moved to that pile of boxes, grabbing ahold of 
something and dragging it out. 

"It's a dream of a people who have, for too long, been splintered 
and forced to pay tribute to a foreign tyrant. Time and again we've 
asked for our freedom—even demanded it. Every time we've been 
met with sheer force and brutality. Do that enough and you break a 
people's spirit. After that, you can take away a man's land, his work, 
his right to tend to his family and govern his life, and you won't get so 
much as a peep from him. But we Irish," he said, his pale blue eyes 
shadowed by his wrinkled eyelids, "well, we're a stubborn lot. We just 
need the time to get sloshed, lick our wounds, then sober up." 

The sailor had dragged a sack of grain up to us by the time Isaac 
stopped speaking. Isaac patted it like it was a baby's bottom. "I say 
that you're a part of this, Shirley, because this was your pa's plan. It's 
the legacy he left for you to fulfill. Of course, times have changed, so 
I've made a few adjustments. Nevertheless, Tommy set this in motion, 
son." 

I felt my forehead tense up. 
"Seeing as you've uncovered our little operation here, I think it's 

only fair to fill you in on the family secret." He turned to the sailor 
standing over his shoulder and said, "Show the boy what he's won, 
Johnny." 

The sailor flicked out the blade of a knife, then bent over and 
stabbed it into the sack of grain. He ripped open the front of it. Grain 
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spilled out onto the floor. Sinking his hand into the bag, he found 
what he was looking for. Slowly, he pulled an AK-47 from the grain, 
then reached back down again and came up with a plastic bag. He 
emptied the contents out onto the floor. When he did, five grenades 
and two bricks of C4 fell out onto the deck. 

I was expecting the gun, but the explosives were a whole 'nother 
animal. My arms were aching. The tips of my fingers were getting 
cold with the ropes cutting off the flow of blood to them. 

"Just as Joseph saved his nation with a silver cup in a sack of 
grain," Isaac said, "I'll save ours with an AK-47 and a handful of 
grenades." He smiled at that last part. Beneath all his wrinkles, he 
looked like a kid on the night before Christmas. 

"You're insane," I said, "you've got, what, a hundred guys here and 
a few guns? There's no way this is going to last longer than a couple 
days." I was lying, of course. With a ship full of weapons and a hun-
dred trained guys, they could assault almost any high priority target or 
fight a guerrilla war for months. Isaac called my bluff. 

"You know better than that, Shirley," he said. "Oran and I have 
been friends for a long time, and this isn't the first ship to dock in 
these northern ports."  

I stared down at the pipe resting in the hand on his knee. A lazy 
thread of smoke drifted up from it, swaying and evaporating under my 
breath. I felt the hugeness of this whole thing on my shoulders. "No-
body around here wants a war anymore, Isaac. Your own people are 
going to be all over you as soon as the first grenade goes off," I tried 
to reason with him. 

"That's where you come in lad. We have to remind them about 
what's worth fighting for and dying for. The economy is in shambles, 
politicians have failed them, Her Majesty's kingdom doesn't give a 
fuck about the Irish. She's bled our country dry. Even the South has 
crumbled. It's time to take back our nation. Your rifle shot, Shirley, 
will bring our people back to their senses. It will remind them that the 
war was never over, not for any of us." 
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"It's not my war, Isaac, and I'm not gonna kill anybody for you," I 
said, calmly. 

His smile disappeared. His look became serious, almost sad. "Yes, 
you are, Shirley." He paused, studied my eyes and then looked down 
at his pipe. "I was afraid it would come to this," he sighed. "Sleepy, 
get in touch with Frankie, will you?" he called over his shoulder. 

Sleepy's pudgy, round fingers reached into his jacket and came out 
with a tiny cell phone. He mashed in a few buttons, muttering "ah 
feck" when his big round finger would press the wrong key.  

We'd had training on interrogation. I was always pretty good at 
holding my ground—high tolerance for pain, I guess. I figured they 
couldn't hurt me too bad if they still wanted me to be able to sight in a 
target and pull the trigger. I wasn't worried. 

Sleepy mumbled something into the phone, then brought it over to 
Isaac. Isaac lifted his head and looked me in the eye. "It's for you," he 
said. Sleepy walked around behind me and held the phone to my ear. 

"I'm listening, what do you want?" I said into the phone. 
"Hello?" I heard a young woman's voice say. "Shirley?" 
My eyes went wide, then flicked angrily towards Isaac. 
"Haley," I said, the words catching in my throat. "Haley, are you 

okay?" 
"I think so, Shirley." She sounded frantic. I hated hearing her like 

that. 
All of a sudden, the dreams came back. My grandparent's house. 

Haley tied and gagged. A gun at the back of her head. The scream. 
Her clawing up my body in that container. 

"Have they hurt you, Haley?" I almost shouted. "Have they done 
anything to you?" 

"They hit me a couple times." She was starting to cry. "But I'm 
okay, Shirley. Who are they? Where are you? Why are they-?" 

"Haley, Haley," I interrupted her. "Listen to me. You're gonna be 
okay. I'm talking to these guys right now and they're gonna let me 
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come get you, okay? Just be tough, alright? I know you're tough." I 
tried to mask just how afraid I was. She sniffed. 

"Okay, Shirley." 
"Haley, I'm gonna be there." 
I heard a man's voice talking to her. 
"No, no, no," she said, becoming desperate. "Shirley!" she 

screamed as the phone was yanked from her hand. 
The man's voice that replaced hers made me sick. It was some-

where between a hiss and a slur. "I'm sorry. Haley can't come to the 
phone right now. It's playtime," he said eagerly. 

"Motherfucker!" I shouted. "If you put a hand on her, I will gut 
you, you son-of-a-bitch, you hear me?!" Haley screamed again, and 
the phone went dead. 

"Noooo!" I yelled. Sleepy pulled the phone away from my ear.  
I glared at Isaac. "If they fuckin' touch her," I said breathlessly, "I 

will rip you apart."  
I was trembling. Hatred and fear surged through my body like elec-

tricity. 
"I know you will, Shirley." Isaac said. "I'd do the same for my own 

family." He looked past me at Sleepy and said, "Make sure Frankie 
keeps the boys in line." Sleepy got back on the phone and walked 
away. Isaac turned back to me. There was guilt all over his face. "I 
hate to do this to you, Shirley, but this thing needs to be done." 

"Fuck you and your cause," I spat. "What did you do to Winnie?" 
"Your Aunt? Nothing, Shirley. I knew that Haley would be more 

than enough to convince you." He paused for a moment, then said, 
"They're not going to do any harm to your sister, Shirley," he leaned 
in closer, "unless you don't carry out your part of the plan." 

I could have strangled him right there, his face just a foot and a 
half away, if I could have gotten my hands free. 
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"They're not gonna hurt her, lad, unless you don't complete your 
task. Then they're gonna hurt her badly, Shirley," he said, his voice 
crackling off at the end. 

I growled, throwing myself forward at him. I felt the skin around 
my wrists tear, and my body slammed back into the chair. 

"I'm sorry lad, but it's the only way I could be sure that you'd co-
operate." 

I was trapped. They had Haley, and there was nothing I could do to 
save her, but go along with this. I swallowed my rage. It didn't go 
down the first time, so I closed my eyes and tried to squeeze the 
thought of Haley being hurt out of my brain. I breathed out and tried 
again. It went down like a shot of tequila, burning up my throat, leav-
ing me lightheaded with my ears ringing. 

"Do we have an understanding, Shirley?" I heard Isaac ask me 
through the ringing in my ears. I lifted my head and opened my eyes. 
He looked tired. He hadn't put the pipe back in his mouth yet, and the 
sweet-smelling smoke trailed upwards in front of his face. 

"Yeah," I replied, tasting the bitterness still on my tongue. 
"Good to hear, my boy." He said, bringing his fedora up to his 

head, leaving the pipe smoke swirling in its wake. He reached forward 
and patted me on the shoulder. "This will all be over with soon, 
Shirley. Then you can go home to your family if you choose to and I'll 
ne'er bother you again." 

For some reason, I had a hard time believing that.  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Twenty-Two

The ride back to the farm was quiet. 
Isaac tried to start up a conversation a few times, but I wasn't in a 

talking mood. My forehead pressed against the cool of the window. I 
watched the asphalt blur by. My thoughts were on Haley. I had to find 
her, to find out where she was. If I couldn't get to her before this 
whole thing went down, then I didn't have a choice. I'd have to go 
through with it. 

We coasted up to the farmhouse a half hour or so before sunrise, 
but our driver, a scrawny guy named Peter, pulled the wheel left, and 
we stopped at one of the smaller houses on the property. 

Opening his door and stepping out, Isaac rasped, "Jans and the 
girls'll be stirring soon, and we don't want to disturb them. We'll put 
you up here tonight. Besides, wouldn't want Bernie or Erin seeing you 
like this." He pointed to the smattering of blood on my hood. "It's best 
they don't know about your little night on the town, don'tcha think, 
Shirley?" he said with a crooked smile. 

They gave me a small room in the back with a carved wooden 
headboard and a vanity that reminded me of the one I'd been making 
for Aunt Winnie. 

"Sleep until you feel good and rested Shirley," Isaac said before he 
shut the door. "Don't trouble yourself with Haley. She'll be safe as 
long as we don't have any more of these mishaps. Just think about that 
the next time you've got the urge to go sightseeing." 

My fist clenched on its own. I fought the urge to walk over and put 
his face through the wall.  
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"Sleep tight, lad. You'll need your rest and your best spirits for 
what's ahead." With that, the last two inches of him disappeared be-
hind the closing door. 

I took a few deep breaths, feeling the blood drain from my ears and 
my face, taking the warmth with it. I laid down and tried to get some 
sleep. I couldn't shake Haley's voice from my head, though, or the im-
age of her crawling towards me in that trailer.  

__ 

Half an hour later, the light came crying through the window. I 
gave up trying then, got up, left Isaac a note and went out for a run. 

The cool air was good for me. I found the path I had taken with 
Nick that first day. The sky was a steely gray brushed with orange at 
the tops of the blue hills. As I stepped through the fence, though, I 
picked up the pace and forgot all about the view. I was in a trance, 
aware only of the rocks rushing by my feet and the pounding aches in 
my knee, back and face. My rib felt broken—felt like someone had 
shoved a foot of rebar into my side. Every breath was short and sharp. 
Pretty soon I was numb to that too, though. The path rose at the first 
hill, slowing me down. I felt that rage flare inside me. I pushed up my 
sleeves, feeling the sting where the ropes had torn my wrists. I drove 
my legs into the ground and broke into a full-on sprint, burning my 
anger out on the hill. My head was a mess of faces and voices. 

In my mind I saw Herb, Pete and Terry. Winnie sat under the warm 
light of her kitchen table and handed me a letter wrinkled from where 
her fingers had gripped the edges too hard. Then the old watchmaker's 
face took place of hers. "Can I get you anything before you go? Cup 
o' tea? Sandwich or something other?" 

The explosion and that Arab-looking guy's face with the camera. 
Rory's voice came from behind me. "You blew that gimp straight 

to hell." 
Hell. 
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Isaac telling me, "That man you killed, that man burned your 
grandfather's sister alive" and "let me help you disappear, son." 

They were lines, sticky and wet.  
"...no one has stepped forward as of yet to claim responsibility." 
A border guard leaned into our car and told us, "You can'na take 

ten steps without seeing Her Majesty's Ambassador, Terry Hamill, or 
the words, 'Good Friday Agreement Celebration’." 

Terry Hamill, I thought. Isaac wants me to kill the ambassador. 
Each line was wet and sticky, and I snagged on them like a fly 

caught in a spider web. I couldn't shake them. I ran harder. 
"I'll have no part in it, you hear me?" Paddy shouted under his 

breath. 
"I wanted to know, I wanted to have someone to blame, to hate for 

it," came Erin's voice. 
Then Rory's again, "What does it feel like to put a bullet in a 

man?" 
"We're, all of us, sinners, Shirley." Aunt Bernie. 
The priest, Father Briggs. "Jesus will never give up on you." His 

voice was syrupy and thick. 
"I'm bleedin' Jory. Shite, I'm bleeeeedin’." 
A gunshot. 
Then Paddy, "They're rabid, Shirley. They're rabid." 
Isaac took over as each line stretched across me, tangling me up, 

pulling me back. "Army Cavalry Scout, Sniper for the Seventy-fifth 
Ranger Regiment, SPECOPS... You've killed for less than this, 
Shirley." 

Haley's face broke through. She laughed. Then she screamed. 
"I'm sorry. Haley can't come to the phone right now. It's playtime." 
Isaac came back, "They're not gonna hurt her, lad, unless you don't 

complete your task. Then they're gonna hurt her badly."  
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Haley screamed again. 
Haley. 
And, all at once, the spider web snapped. The rage sputtered out, 

and I was alone, wheezing on the last hill of that climb.  
I felt like I was breathing through a straw, so I bent over with my 

hands on my knees and gulped in a few breaths. A noise rustled above 
me, and I looked up in time to catch sight of a flock of birds carving a 
path across the sky. I realized that dawn had broken. The sky was pure 
gold around the rim, the top of it capped by a pale blue. A few clouds 
had snuck in from the north, holding back the sun's full light for a 
couple more minutes.  

I walked up the rest of the hill and watched the sun laze out a few 
rays that tinted everything around me in yellow. I looked over the 
edge into the valley spilling out below me, then behind me to the path 
winding up and around the mounds of hills. I was taking in all that 
beauty when I glanced to my right and noticed the ruins even higher 
up on the next hill. 

"Oh, what the hell?" I said to myself and started chugging my way 
up to it. 

I stepped over a low stone wall and into what must have been a 
garden at some point. A bench made out of granite sat broken in half. 
The main structure wasn't much bigger than the barn down at the 
farm. Moss hugged its walls. It wrapped around the bottom half of a 
twenty-foot tower like a green sock. A few slit windows cut holes in 
that sock. The top of the tower had crumbled off and fallen around its 
base. I walked through the keep till I found a spot that I liked. 

I sat down on a large stone that had tumbled out of place and 
looked out over the lake and valley, turning my back to the farm and 
all the problems behind me. My eyes closed, I let the warmth of the 
sun soak into my skin and felt the cool air whipping at my clothes. 

I sank down into myself into a place of necessity. I'd go there 
sometimes before a mission to steel up my nerves and steady my 
hands. It's like a room that you walk into and all the furniture's float-
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ing around. You stand there long enough and gravity kicks in, all the 
furniture floats back down to the floor. In the corner is a mirror. You 
stand in front of it and you're naked, no matter how many layers you 
have on. That mirror sees you for what you really are, scars and all—
no fancy lighting, no glamorous touchups, nothing. You see the bruis-
es you got from your dad as a kid when he used to drink too much. 
You see the scar on your chin from when you busted it at a swimming 
party when you were nine. You see the blushing spot on your cheek 
from where Brittany Spellman gave you your first kiss in the fourth 
grade and her handprint on the other one from when you tried to feel 
her up in the theater in the seventh grade. You see the blood on your 
hands from the first man you killed. 

You see who you are, what's made you that way and what matters 
to you most in this fucked up world. ‘Cause that's the thing. You can 
make sense of you, but you can't make sense of the world. One 
minute you're talking to your high-school sweetheart, telling her how 
much you miss her; the next, you're shooting up an entire family be-
cause some raghead decided to drag them into his holy war. Heartless 
bastards in Thailand sell little boys and girls for fuck toys. Their own 
government leaves them alone, because it's good for the economy, and 
no one else takes them down because Thailand doesn't have any 
fuckin’ oil or gold or shit like that. Politicians who've sold their soul 
for a suit and tie get to rob their own mother and father of every pen-
ny they have, while a girl like Haley who's done nothing wrong to no-
body gets her pretty face bashed in and a slug in her chest. She gets to 
bleed out alone on a floor somewhere while a couple of guys zip up 
their pants and light a cigarette.  

It's fucked up shit, this world. But in that room, you have pictures 
pinned to that mirror. They are of the people you love, and you better 
do everything you can to keep them safe. You steal what you need to 
steal, you hide what you need to hide, you kill who you have to kill. 

Like I said, that room, it's a place of necessity. It's a place where 
the polite gentleman folds up his napkin and leaves the table, and the 
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desperate man, naked and raw, takes his place and eats his chicken 
cordon-blue with his bare hands. 

"Thought I'd find you here," came a voice over my shoulder. I 
turned and saw Nick walking towards me. "Aunt Bernie sent me up 
here to see if you wanted some breakfast," he said between breaths. 
His brown hair was matted to his forehead and his light brown eyes 
looked sunken into his face, but his legs were steadier than the last 
time we'd take the hill together. 

"Yeah," I grunted, pushing myself up off the stone slab I'd been 
sitting on and walking towards him. "Looks like you've been 
training," I said with a smile. 

"Been running a bit more every day. Coming up here, it's a good 
place to get a clear head and think," he replied. 

"You got a lot to think about?" 
"I actually do. What happened to you?" he said with a little sur-

prise as we turned down the path. 
"Oh, just tripped," I said, picking up a jogging pace. 
He laughed a little at that, then said, "I know about last night, 

Shirley. Rory filled me in on your getaway." 
I looked at him, puzzled, "Then why'd you ask?" 
"I don't like to just jump into it, you know. Besides, Rory wanted 

me to find out if you were going to talk about it." 
"Wasn't planning on it." 
"That's probably best." 
A couple steps passed, then he said, "Looks like you took a bit of a 

beating." 
I smiled, "Nothing like a good ass-kicking to make you feel alive." 
"Well, you look very alive then," he countered, smirking. 
"I'd be happy to show you what I'm talking about," I lifted a fist 

playfully. 
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"I'll take your word for it," he laughed, lifting an arm up in defense 
just in case. 

We jogged without saying anything for a little while, but some-
thing was bothering me. "So you know who Isaac is and what he 
does. You know about all this stuff, and you're okay with it?" I asked. 

"That's a tough question," he started. "Isaac took my brother and 
me out of a bad place. Well, he took my brother. My brother took me. 
He basically raised me. There's a lot that he's involved in that I don't 
like, but that's the way it is with any war, I suppose. And the thing is
—about Isaac—he’s not after money or power or anything. We're all 
fighting for our country and for our families." 

I couldn't believe the kid. "You're telling me that you're okay with 
him giving me a bomb to blow up that old man?" 

"I'm not okay with it, like I said. But Isaac's always got his reasons, 
and maybe it's not even him. Isaac's got orders to follow too."  

He was right. Hard to believe that Isaac had the resources to bring 
in all those weapons year after year. 

"So what is going on?" I asked. Nick just looked at me. "I mean, 
what's the big picture here?" 

"Well, the big picture is a free and united Ireland and reparations 
for the damages done over the years by the Brits." 

"Reparations?" 
"Repayment." 
"Nice word." 
"Mr. Keefer, Twentieth Century World History class. Anyway, 

that's the big picture, but I'm sure you know that already. How do we 
get from here to there? I don't know. I just do what I'm told. But this 
thing we've been preparing for, it's going to be the start of it all. We've 
spent years putting all the dominoes in place and not making a move 
at all. Now we're ready. When the first one falls, it's going to be hard 
to stop it." 

We passed through the gate at the back of the farm. 
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"How big is the IRA anyway," I asked him, trying to get as much 
out of him as I could. "I mean, you ever meet any of the other mem-
bers? If you really think you can pull this off, you're going to need 
more than just a couple of guys who live on a farm." 

Nick was happy to talk. I guess he did look up to me like Erin said. 
"Well, we're not exactly the IRA. We don’t have a name, actually.” 
“Why not?” 
“We don’t want notoriety. Without a name, we can’t be tracked. We 

are just called...’we’,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “Call it the 
IRA if you like, but we have nothing to do with them. I know we're 
much larger and better organized. I've only met a few other blokes 
who drop in now and then, but I'm sure there's more than that." 

He kicked a bucket leaning against the fence. 
"So, who else knows about this?" I asked, feeling the ache in my 

knee. 
"Who else?" Nick said, then traced his fingers around his mouth, 

wiping the beads of sweat that had formed on his wannabe goatee. 
"Well, Isaac, of course," he smirked, "and all the boys. Everyone 

really." 
"Bernie and Erin?" I followed up. 
His cheeks pulled up and his eyes squinted. "Well," he said out of 

the side of his mouth, "they know we're involved with the 'IRA'," he 
put his fingers in quotes. "Almost everyone round these parts knows 
someone who is or has been. They just think it's more like a men's 
club or neighborhood watch. They don't know any of the specifics. 
After all, we've really not done much of anything until now." 

"Nick," I said, stopping at the barn. 
"Hmm?" 
"They took my sister. They are going to kill her if I don't do this 

thing." 
His eyes widened. "Shirley, Isaac wouldn-" 
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"He did." 
"Well, I cant... I'm sure he wouldn't hurt her, but all the same... 

Maybe it's best you just do what the man says." 
I looked away and started walking again. 
"One more thing," I said as I stopped at the door to the little house 

I had been put up in. "Last night, when I was getting away, someone 
in a red BMW chased me. Who was it? Rory?" 

"Wasn’t Rory. When Isaac found you'd gone, he had the boys 
combing the hillsides. I think one of them got a little too excited and 
forgot that Isaac said he wanted them to bring you back alive. I'm glad 
you got away from him," he said as I pushed open the door. He kept 
walking, turning and going backwards as he continued. "I heard it was 
quite the chase." 

"Yeah," I said. "Next time I'll wake you up before I leave, and you 
can ride shotgun." 

Nick laughed, then asked, "You coming to breakfast?" 
"Not sure yet. I'll clean up and see what I'm feeling like." 
"Alright, I'll be seeing you later then. And Shirley," 
"Yeah?" 
"Don't worry about her," he tried to reassure me, but I could tell he 

was having trouble working up a smile. 
"See ya Nick," I said, stepping inside and nudging off my shoes 

with my toe.  
I didn't make it to breakfast. After a cold shower that sucked all the 

life out of me, I brushed my teeth. Looking in the mirror, I could see 
just how bad they'd trashed me. My left eyeball had filled up around 
the bottom with blood. A dark bruise circled the eye-socket. My lip 
was split just off the middle. Whenever the neck of the toothbrush 
crossed it, I got a little jolt of pain. 

I figured I needed some rest before jumping back into all the ener-
gy that would be whirling around that breakfast table. I didn't even 
bother getting dressed—just shuffled over to the quilted single bed in 
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the corner. The running had been good for my mind, but not so much 
for my body. My knee was swelling by the second. I bent over the bed 
feeling like someone was stabbing me in the side and just collapsed, 
face down on the mattress. All those thoughts came crawling in again, 
but I shoved them back. I breathed out one groaning whisper and slept 
like the dead man I knew I was going to be someday soon.  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Twenty-Three

A rough knock on the door dragged me out of unconsciousness. 
I moaned something and rubbed my temples, then put a hand on 

my jaw. It felt better—thick, but better. The chill on the floorboards 
brought me to my senses as my feet padded down on them. I pulled 
the quilt off the bed as I shuffled towards the door, wrapping it around 
me loosely before I took the handle. Expecting to see Nick come back 
for a second breakfast call, I was surprised when I opened it and 
found Erin standing there with the midday sun gleaming off her 
brown hair. That woke me up. I pulled the quilt tight and raised it a 
little as it slid down my left hip. 

"Hey Shir-Whoa," she said as I opened the door. I stammered and 
almost slammed the door in her face. Readjusting the quilt, I laughed 
nervously. So did she. 

"Hey Erin," I tried to play it off. "Oh, uh, sorry. I thought you were 
Nick," I said. 

"Well, that's…concerning," she said jokingly. "I hope you at least 
bought him flowers." 

"That's, uh, not what I meant," I started to sweat. 
"Quite a relief to hear that," she smiled. "I came by to tell you that 

lunch is almost on the table. Aunt Bernie's getting worried about you 
missing all her meals." 

"Oh, yeah. I'm gonna be right there." 
"Good," she said, then looked concerned. "Shirley," she started to 

ask, stepping up onto the welcome mat. "Look at the shape of you. 
What happened to your face?" She reached out a hand and turned my 
head sideways. 
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"I…tripped," I lied, "running this morning. Took a pretty bad fall." 
"Really?" she questioned me, turning my face back to meet hers. I 

looked into those stunning blue-green eyes. 
"Yeah," I said. "Got a little distracted by the scenery." 
"Well, you should put some ice on that jaw," she said, taking a step 

backwards and down onto the road. "I'll let Aunt Bernie know to set a 
place for you," she said. 

“Thanks. I'll just get some clothes on.” 
"I think that's a good idea," she said, "as much as I'd love to see the 

look on Aunt Bernie's face when she sees you in the nip, wrapped up 
in the quilt her mother made her." She smiled playfully. 

"Oh, shit," I said. 
She laughed and said, "See you after, Shirley," then turned to walk 

back up to Bernie's house. 
"See you," I said. 
"I'll give Nick your love," she teased me. 
"Hugs and kisses," I called back. I could see her laughing as she 

turned her head back towards the big house. 
__ 

Lunch was probably delicious. Aunt Bernie never misses. I ate till I 
was full, but I could barely taste a thing. My senses were sharpening 
back up, and the little sleep I got refreshed my body, but if ever I 
stopped moving long enough, a gray cloud would roll over me, fog-
ging up my thinking, dulling everything out. 

Isaac didn't show until later. So, for a while, it was just me, Nick, 
Erin, Aunt Bernie and Jans. Jans never said much of anything. Lunch 
that day was no exception. He barely looked up from his food, and 
when he did, it was to eye me suspiciously. When Bernie asked me 
how I'd gotten so banged up, Erin covered for me. 

"Running," she said, "took quite a fall." 
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"Oooo, Shirley, that looks bad," Aunt Bernie said, getting up from 
her chair to come and inspect me. 

"Yeah, I hit a rock with my face. Just my luck." 
"Indeed," Aunt Bernie said absently, pressing on my cheek and be-

low my eyeball. 
"You should see the rock," I said. They all got a kick out of that—

except for Jans. 
I could tell Erin wasn't buying it. Throughout the meal she kept her 

eyes on me, studying me. I tried the best I could to avoid eye contact, 
but it was hard. Bernie didn't seem to suspect a thing. Thankfully, she 
also did enough talking for the rest of us, telling stories and pelting 
me with questions about my family, my life in the US, and what I 
hoped to do when I went back. She kept going through the whole 
meal, which was good, because I couldn't have carried a conversation 
longer than fifteen seconds at that point. 

By the time Isaac showed up, I was relieved—not about seeing the 
son of a bitch, but faking a smile and pretending everything was okay 
was killing me. I had complemented Aunt Bernie on about everything 
on the table just to try and find something nice to say. The only things 
left to complement were the green beans and the salt and pepper after 
that. 

"Shirley, why don't we go for a dander," Isaac rasped.  
"A dander?" 
"A walk, my boy. What do you say?" 
I excused myself, and he led me outside. We walked down to the 

barn without talking. Hatred was boiling up inside me. I wanted so 
bad to just knock him to the ground and curb-stomp his ass. Losing it 
wouldn't do me any good, though—not with Haley's life on the line.  

In my mind, I saw Haley tied to a chair in that oversized Temple 
sweatshirt. I shouldn't have made such a big deal about that, I 
thought. She whimpered through the gag that wrapped around her 
head. I cringed. The thought made me realize just how much I needed 
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to keep it cool from that point on, so I shook my head and told myself 
to settle in and focus on getting Haley out of this shit. 

__ 

It was real sunny, which was unusual. That made it hard to see into 
the barn when we got there, or I would have noticed Paddy leaning 
over a workbench shaking his head. 

We stepped from the warmth of the sunshine into the damp cool of 
the barn. My eyes adjusted to the shadows. 

"Shirley," Paddy nodded towards me. He looked as worn out as an 
old grease rag. He patted me on the shoulder when I walked up to the 
workbench. Scattered photographs of people, a city map and a few 
aerial pictures were laying on the table. There was something else too: 
a list of names about ten long on top with twenty more on the bottom. 
Paddy started gathering them up, but I caught a glimpse of three 
names before he did: “Eimes McGuinness”, “Rory Moynihan” and 
“Shirley O'Shea”. I tried my best to memorize the rest of the names, 
the photos and the maps on the table before he slid them into a manila 
envelope and handed them to Isaac.  

"I'm afraid I have some grim things to talk with you about today, 
Shirley." Isaac croaked. He held the envelope sideways by the cor-
ners. "Your orders, Shirley, in particular may prove quite hard to swal-
low." With that, he reached into the envelope and slid out a large pho-
tograph. I recognized the man immediately. 

It felt like the tide went out in my head. I closed my eyes tight for a 
second, trying to pull my thoughts back in. 

"This is Father Eamon Briggs," Isaac rasped. Paddy turned away 
from the table. All that hatred I'd been trying to push down sloshed 
right up into my throat. 

"I know who he is," I growled, opening my eyes and glaring 
straight at Isaac. "You want me to kill a priest?!" I shouted, slamming 
my hand down on the table. "What the hell is wrong with you?" I 
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dropped my head into my hand and rubbed my palm against my fore-
head. 

"It's not what we want, Shirley. It's what we have to do." I heard 
Isaac say. He didn't sound very happy about it either. 

"The hell it is! This is bullshit! Pick someone else. I'm not killing a 
fucking priest!" I shouted again, looking up and jabbing my finger at 
the face of Father Briggs as I did. 

"You said so yourself, Shirley, 'Nobody wants this war.' We can't as 
well go starting up a fight without the rest of the nation behind us. We 
have to make them want it. Father Briggs is as good a man as there is. 
He is a Catholic, however, and has supported the IRA and Sinn Fein's 
political efforts at times. If he was to be killed by the bullet of a bigot-
ed police officer at the Good Friday Celebration, it would assure a 
public outrage." 

"You're gonna make all this look like an attack from the other 
side," I said, the plan finally dawning on me. 

"Bingo, Shirley," Isaac said with a touch of his middle finger to his 
temple. "The Irish will see our own gunned down by those loyal to the 
crown of England. Their blood will boil, and they'll remember our 
pain, demanding justice and liberty. And we'll emerge from the shad-
ows to give it to them." Isaac's pale blue eyes had narrowed and his 
forehead had clenched tight. He was angry, but there was a glint of 
something else—hope, or joy. 

"But he's a priest, Isaac," I said, coming back to that. 
"Aye lad," he said, troubled by the idea as well. Then a smirk 

creased his cheek, "and if it makes you feel any better, you can be as-
sured of where he's going once you lay him to rest. With as much as 
he preaches on heaven, you may be doing him a favor." 

I didn't know if he was expecting me to laugh and say, "Well, al-
right then, you've got a point there, old pal." I dropped my eyes back 
to the photograph laying on the table.  

A heavy hand patted me on the shoulder. "Let it settle, Shirley, and 
think about it." Paddy said from behind me. 
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"I don't need to think about it. I'm not doing it." 
Isaac reached into his coat and said, "I think you'd better have a 

talk with Haley. Maybe you'll change your mind." He pulled out a cell 
phone, held down the number eight button until it started speed dial-
ing, then handed it to me. I gritted my teeth and stared hard at him. 

"What'd you do to her?" 
"Haven't done a thing, Shirley. Just thought you might be con-

cerned about her," he said. 
The ringing on the phone stopped, and Haley's voice came across 

the line. 
"Shirley?" 
"Haley, are you alright?" I asked. 
"I'm fine, Shirley," she replied. She sounded tired and anxious to 

get out of there, but she wasn't as panicked as she had been the last 
time we talked. 

"Are they feeding you, taking care of you?" I pressed, trying not to 
let my fear leak through the phone. 

"Yes, Shirley, I'm fine. Where are you? Who the hell are these peo-
ple?" She was getting irritated. Most of the time she kept her mouth 
clean. It was only when she started losing her temper that she swore. 
It always sounded strange coming from that sweet, girly voice of hers. 

"That doesn't matter," I started, trying to calm her down, but it only 
made her more mad. 

"The hell it doesn't matter!" she shouted. "You disappeared. Then 
these people kidnap me, and you're working for them? What is it they 
want, Shirley? What did you get us into?" 

That was exactly it. I had gotten us into this. I just couldn't get 
things right. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn't make them right 
after I'd gotten them wrong. I'd taken the bait. I'd known better, but I'd 
made a stupid choice and dragged my little sister into the trap with 
me. I thought money was gonna fix all the trouble I'd caused before 
this, but I was dead wrong. We were in it worse than ever before, and 
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it was all my fault. I was a world class, solid-gold fuck up. If nothing 
else, I was gonna get Haley out of this shit, even if it meant I'd have to 
go down with it. She didn't deserve this—none of it, and I had to get 
her out. 

Isaac tapped his wristwatch and whispered, "Times up," the air 
snagging on his mangled windpipe as it came out his throat.  

Bastard.  
"Haley, I'm sorry. I'm sorry 'bout all this. I never knew you'd get 

dragged into it, and I didn't mean to hurt you. I can't answer your 
questions 'cause if you know anything, it'll put you in danger." 

"I am in fucking danger!" 
"Listen, Haley, I'm sorry. It's just the way things went down. I have 

to go, but I promise you I'm going to get you out of this, okay? I 
promise you." 

The phone was quiet. "Haley, did you hear me?" Still no answer. 
"Haley, you there?" 
Silence, then she spoke, "Yeah, Shirley, I heard ya." 
"Good. Just don't worry, okay?" 
"Alri-Hey!"  
Frankie's voice came through. "Sorry, Shirley. Time's up." 
Click, then nothing.  
I knew what I had to do. It was a glowing coal in the pit of my 

stomach, but I knew what I had to do.  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Twenty-Four

I had another bad dream that night—the kind that just about 
squeezes the piss outta you.  

I couldn't remember much of it when I woke up. It was important 
too—at least it felt that way. Erin was there, and she was eating 
scrambled eggs. I was sitting across from her at a nice restaurant. One 
waiter came and took my Mets cap off my head. Another one walked 
up to the table with a platter and a fancy metal lid. He lifted it off, and 
there was another piping hot bowl of scrambled eggs. Erin gently 
sank her fork into the new bowl. Her eyes flashed with excitement 
and a hungry look. She smiled at me and tore free a skewered forkful 
of eggs. She brought it to her mouth. As her lips parted, I noticed how 
dry and cracked they were. She closed them over the fork and slid it 
out sensually, rolling her eyes in pleasure. I should have been turned 
on, but all I felt was sick. She licked her lips and smiled at me. That's 
all I remembered, but it was a little bleary. Don't ask me why I 
thought that was important. I just had the feeling it was.  

__ 

I woke up feeling nauseous and thinking, What the hell? I had to 
take a piss and needed some clean air. Isaac had moved me back into 
the main house earlier that day. The floorboards in the attic room 
creaked under me as made my way down the hall. I stumbled into the 
bathroom and tried my best to hit the toilet bowl in the dark, cause I 
didn't want to turn on the light. The sound of my urine hitting the 
porcelain reminded me of the way the church choir sounded when my 
parents took me to Mass as a kid. Starting in high whispered notes, it 
dropped down to low, bubbling tones as I found the water in the bowl. 
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The song lasted for, what felt like, three minutes. I splashed some 
cold water on my face, but still felt queasy, so I creaked down the 
stairs to get something to drink. 

I got to the dining room and noticed light coming from behind the 
kitchen swing door. Erin was up. I stood there for a moment, then de-
cided that I didn't need a drink as bad as I needed some fresh air. I 
walked through the living room and pushed out the back door into the 
damp, cold night.  

Thick, hazy clouds drifted low and fast above. The ones behind me 
glowed red with light from whatever city was back there. I made my 
way down to the barn, keeping my eyes on the ground moving be-
neath me like dark water.  

I thought about flying low over Lake Nicaragua on a night with no 
moon, the chopper blades throbbing and wind whipping through the 
open cabin of the AH-6. I thought about Sam, Johnny and Maj and 
about the look on our painted faces. Sam was lighting up a cigarette at 
the other side of the cabin, the tip of it burning like a flare against the 
night. Sam was quiet. He always was. Maj sat on my left and Johnny 
across from me. We were talking baseball—stats, playoff standings. 
In the Giants game of the week before, Barry Bonds had hit his six 
hundred and sixtieth home run. I had said he was juicing, and they 
were busting my balls about it. I had the last laugh a couple of years 
later. Sam bought me a round. Johnny didn't live to see that day. We 
poured him a glass and drank to him. I thought about the way he 
looked in that chopper. The whites of his eyes and his teeth stood out 
against the paint on his face as he laughed and grinned.  

They were keeping me talking for my sake. That was my first 
black op, and I was sitting on the knife-edge of excitement and fear. I 
knew they could tell and were trying to help me smooth out my 
nerves. So there we were, in the back of a helicopter twenty miles 
from a small town called Corozo, eyes squeezed shut in laughter, 
teeth bared and cutting the air as we yammered on. We were the black 
hand of death flying through the night to snatch up a few souls with 
claws like razor wire. 
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I had made it to the barn while thinking about that. In my mind, I 
saw the back of a patrol guard on that cocaine plantation. His teeth 
bite against my palm as it clamped around his mouth. I smelled the 
mix of his sweat and cheap cologne as I drove my knife into his 
throat. Blood and saliva exploded through the cracks between my fin-
gers. He thrashed and choked himself out of consciousness. The 
adrenaline surged in my body. 

Just then, I heard someone enter the barn.  
"Something on your mind, Shirley?" came Erin's rich, cool voice 

from the doorway across the barn.  
I whipped my head around to find her.  
She was a shadow underneath a welded silverware wind-chime. 

The wind pushed the chime slightly, knocking the pieces of metal into 
each other. At the same time, it caught Erin's hair and blew it forward, 
making it seem like the high, tinkling sound was coming from the 
strands of her hair instead of the metal wind-chime. She stepped 
through the doorway and walked closer to me. I realized what I must 
look like, standing in the shadows with a single bar of light running 
diagonally across my face. Both my fists and my teeth were clenched. 
I noticed it and loosened them up. Erin wasn't scared, though. She 
walked up to the workbench, where maps and photographs had been 
scattered earlier in the day. Hay shuffled under her feet like the brush-
es of a jazz player on a snare drum. 

"Just needed to clear my head is all," I said from the other side of 
the workbench. 

"For some reason, I don't think that's the whole truth," she said, 
stepping around the edge of the table and walking towards me. 
"You've been acting different these last two days. I know you've been 
avoiding me." I could smell her hair, washed and clean on the breeze. 
I had rested my hand on the table. She was close, maybe a foot and a 
half away. If there was one thing I couldn't handle at that moment, it 
was getting my head and my heart all mixed up with a girl. I was 
about to take a step back when she reached out and laid her hand on 
mine. It was cool, rough from hard work, but, somehow, it was still 
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feminine. My heart froze, and the night seemed to immediately still. 
Somewhere in the barn, a board, shrinking in the cold, cracked. 

Her face glowed in the strips of moonlight and faded into the 
blackness of her hair. Her eyes were wide like a cat's in the darkness, 
staring into mine and not letting them go.  

"You can tell me, Shirley," she said softly, "whatever it is that's 
bothering you." The words took a moment to register. This girl was 
beautiful. When the words did click into place, I heard Isaac's voice 
reminding me not to say anything to Bernie or Erin. 

"I can't talk about it now," I said, my voice feeling far away. 
"Well, that's alright then," she smiled, then continued, "but if we've 

got nothing to talk about, I guess all that's left is the snogging." Her 
mouth spread into a mischievous grin. I felt my heart stutter. 

"I don't know what that means," I whispered, leaning in and tilting 
my face sideways, like I was passing a secret in a noisy bar, "but I like 
the sound of it."  

She laughed a short, sharp, happy sound, then smiled, tracing her 
fingers up my arm. As she did, her smile melted away and those pouty 
lips of hers relaxed and parted. That animal part that lives inside all of 
us behind our "yes ma'ams" and our "may I pleases" took over me. I 
felt myself lean forward.  

Then my senses started popping off like Fourth of July fireworks. 
Her soft, wet lips mashed against mine. The warmth of her body as 
my arm wrapped around her. The coolness of her fingers on my face, 
running up into my hair. The smell of her skin swirling with the taste 
of her mouth like Bailey’s Irish Cream. She breathed short, sharp ex-
hales. I grabbed ahold of her ass. My other hand ran over the back of 
her skull, down to her neck, my fingers working not to get tangled up 
in her hair. 

It was in that moment that I remembered my dream. It was brains. 
They didn't take my hat off at that swanky restaurant. They took off 
the top of my head. I sat there, smiling dopily, blood oozing down to 
my temple, the top of my skull missing. The waiter came back with 
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that steel tin, opened it up, and there they were, a piping hot mess of 
brain chowder.  

Erin smiled greedily up at him and nodded, “Oh, yes please!"  
He scooped them out into her plate. They flapped and jiggled into 

a spluttery mess. She asked for salt and peppered them as the steam 
rose up from them, clogging the pepper shaker with moisture. She 
stabbed them with her fork, then brought it to her mouth. She licked 
her lips and passed the fork between them. Her mouth squeezed shut, 
her shoulders lifted and her eyes rolled back. A smile spread on her 
face and she looked at me in excitement, scooping a spoonful into my 
open jaw. Everything rattled in my mind. 

I heard Erin shriek, screaming in terror and pain. I felt the strain of 
her vertebrae fighting against the strength of my arms—you know, the 
way a slinky feels when you twist it real tight, that moment just be-
fore it jumps out of its neat spiral into a jumbled mess. I dropped my 
hands from her face and neck, shaking my head and blinking my eyes 
down from the rafters. She gasped and fell back onto the hay, kicking 
herself away from me. Too angry to sob, she screamed, "What the 
fuck, Shirley?!" 

"I don't know," I said, panic squeezing on my windpipe. "I'm sorry. 
I'm sorry." 

I ran out of the barn and up to the house, hearing Erin shout out, 
"What the hell is wrong with you?!”  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Twenty-Five 

Apparently, Erin's screams had woken up the whole farm. 
She told them all that she'd just gone for a walk and gotten freaked 

out by something in the barn. I wouldn't have believed it, but I guess 
they did—for the most part at least. I don't know why she lied for me. 
I don't know what's wrong with me. I’d thought this was behind me. 

Anyway, the next day was Mass. Erin, of course, decided she 
wanted to stay home. I wasn't feeling up to it either, but Isaac wasn't 
going to let me out of it.  

"Mortal sin, Shirley," he rasped over the breakfast table in front of 
Winnie and Rory. "You can't miss the Mass, my boy. Besides, you 
never know when the Lord's gonna snatch one of us up off o’ this 
green earth. Could be you, could be Father Briggs. You wouldn't want 
to miss this morning's sermon if it was the last one of his that you'd 
had a chance to hear, would you?" He winked and patted me on the 
back, then pushed up from the table. I'm sure he was putting me 
through it just because the old bastard wanted to see me suffer some 
more. Paddy rode with us, though. That made things a little better, but 
he didn't say much all morning. 

The sermon was on Daniel and the people of Israel getting dragged 
into captivity. Daniel getting thrown to the lions. Daniel interpreting 
the king's dreams. Not that I was paying attention. My thoughts were 
everywhere else at that point. Last week had been different. I'd actual-
ly enjoyed the last Mass, but this week I couldn't do it. I just went 
through the motions. I fidgeted and shifted in that wooden bench and 
remembered why I hated going to Mass as a kid. Stand up. Sit down. 
Stand up. Sit down. Turn to your left. Say hello. Turn to your right. 
Say hello. Put your left foot in and shake it all about. It's like a fuckin' 
aerobics class in a nursing home. 
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Erin was back at the farm nursing a strained neck that I would have 
snapped like a candy cane if I'd had one more second. Those dreams, 
or whatever they were, were getting worse. Haley was in some dark 
room, and there were a couple guys just outside her door itching to 
have their way with her and then put a bullet in her face. Jesus, how 
the hell did all this happen? On top of all that, I was sitting five rows 
back, staring into the face of the priest I was going to murder the next 
day. 

His voice boomed around the high-arched hall, bringing God's 
truth and love to ragged souls that didn't have anything else to prop 
them up in the world. All I could hear, though, was the crunch of bone 
and the squish of brain matter as his head exploded in front of me 
over and over again. 

I was a kid at a carnival, shooting balloons with a pellet gun. Only 
they weren't balloons. They were heads. Erin, Haley, Father Briggs, 
Winnie, Nana, Mom, Dad, Pa, Shamis, Bernie—every one of them 
burst all over the pavement with a crack. Their blood and bits of skull 
washed under the shooting bench and made two little islands out of 
my white, size-four Chuck Taylor All Stars.  

I had to get out of there. I pushed off the wooden bench and 
walked with my head bowed down the middle aisle and out the back 
door. I caught a sad and questioning look from Bernie. Jans scowled 
beside her. I kept moving, though, until those big wooden doors were 
shut behind me. 

__ 

There was a smaller chapel to the left of the church. I pushed open 
the rusty wrought iron gate and found the door to the place unlocked. 
The air was thick and still. Sunlight came through stained glass win-
dows, shattering into colorful bars of light that painted the walls and 
the ceiling. There were nine windows altogether: four on each side 
leading up to the front and one high, circular one above the altar. The 
place was empty except for me. Red carpet ran the length of the floor, 
climbing the altar stairs and over the podium. The benches were up-
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holstered in some kind of red fabric too. The place reminded me of 
the VIP room at Ginny's.  

Ginny's was a strip club in Camden. It was actually called The 
Rodeo. Most of the girls looked like they'd stumbled out of a crack 
house and onto the stage. But then there was Ginny. When she walked 
out there, she owned the place. Wild, red hair, freckles speckling her 
face and shoulders and tits that could hold up a liquor store. I'd only 
ever been to that VIP room once, at Pete's bachelor party. All us guys 
decided to get him a lap dance. We knew it was the last lap dance he 
was gonna have, so we chipped in and got him The Rodeo's best girl, 
and that was Ginny. The chapel reminded me of that VIP room, with 
its red upholstery and carpeted floors.  

Having a hard-on in a church is an awkward thing, and I felt guilty 
thinking about all that after what I'd done to Erin. I pried my mind off 
of Ginny by trying to remember the story that each stained glass win-
dow told. The first one was easy. A little boy with a slingshot by a 
crystal blue river, faced off against a giant in golden armor. David and 
Goliath. Every kid knows that one. The next one on my right was a 
woman in battle armor. She was driving a chariot with another man 
riding his own chariot behind her. Her red hair was flying out in all 
directions. I skipped that one cause she was starting to remind me of 
Ginny. The next one was three guys looking scared while an Egyptian 
king pulled a silver cup out of a sack of grain.  

My mind flashed back to the night in that tanker and Isaac saying, 
"What Joseph did with a silver cup in a sack of grain, I'll do with an 
AK-47 and a handful of grenades."  

I forced my eyes away from the window. Joseph. Must be Joseph, I 
thought. On my left was another one I didn't know—a bunch of guys 
breaking clay pots and holding torches. My feet padded down on the 
soft carpet, and my fingers patted the rows of pew backs. I stepped 
closer to the front. The window to the right was a beefed-up man 
sleeping on a girl's lap while she cut his hair. Samson and Delilah. My 
head filled with the image of Erin eating a bowl of my brains. Sud-
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denly the whole room smelled like eggs, and I felt like I was gonna be 
sick.  

There was a glass door on the right. Through it, I could see a 
kneeling bench, an oversized Bible and a golden flip-top garbage can. 
I picked up the pace, pushed straight through the door and went for 
the garbage can.  

I tore off the top of the garbage can and felt my stomach squeeze 
like it was a stress ball in the hands of Mike Tyson. I heaved. Saliva 
dripped into the can. I heaved again—nothing. The church bells 
chimed outside. Mass was out. I heaved again, and this time, I yelled 
out of sheer frustration. Haley, Erin, Nan, Pa, Dad, Mom, Father 
Briggs, everyone I'd hurt or was gonna hurt. The people I couldn't 
save. That African mother with her bleeding head and the baby in her 
arms. All of them. Suddenly my voice was cut off as a rush of vomit 
filled my throat and spewed out of my mouth. I heaved out four more 
times. 

"What the fuck?" I yelled, partly to no one, partly to God.  
I mean, I'm nobody special, but if God's really there and he really 

loved me, then how did he let things get so screwed up?  
"Is this what you like? Huh?" I said. "Is this what you like to see? 

You just break a man down till there's nothing left of him but a lump 
on a church floor and a garbage can full of puke?"  

Exhausted, spent and pissed, I laid my arm across the top of the 
can and put my head down on it. My eyes were hot, I felt them water-
ing and squeezed them shut. I was lost. I had nothing left.  

"Forget this," I said and pushed myself up.  
I left that room and found the third bench from the altar. I sat there, 

leaning over the back of the pew in front of me. Before I did, though, 
I noticed another one of those windows to the left. It was a fat man on 
a throne and a young guy sticking what looked like a knife in his bel-
ly. I chuckled. I guess it was 'cause of how fat the king looked. I must 
have been going crazy. 
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I leaned forward on the pew in front of me. There was silence. The 
blood slowed down in my veins. I thought, maybe, I should try talking 
it out instead of yelling at God. I looked up and put my chin on my 
arms. The circular, stained-glass window above the altar in front of 
me was of Jesus. He had a white robe on. The look on his face was 
both happy and determined. His arms were out showing the scars in 
his hands. 

"Guess you had it pretty rough too, huh?" I smiled, then it faded. "I 
just don't know what you want from me. I need a way out of this. I 
mean, me, I don't care about. I'm pretty much fucked here—sorry. But 
Haley, this priest, this entire freaking country. You can't let this go 
down. You gotta do something to get them out of this. It's not like-"  

A door to my left opened and someone walked in. I put my head 
back down and talked a little quieter. 

"It's not like I got a plan or nothin’, but-" 
The footsteps came slowly towards me. 
"How're you doin', son?" a meaty voice interrupted me. I knew, 

immediately, who it was. I looked up to see Father Briggs standing in 
front of me. He wore a green robe that came up to a stiff collar around 
his thick neck. The black and grey hair of his goatee scratched against 
the collar and the fold of his neck as he talked. His eyes were brown 
and seemed to be smiling all the time. Up close, he looked older, but 
something about him hummed with energy. 

"Oh, hey,” I said, taken back. 
“Would you like me to hear your confession?" 
"I don't think it would do me any good, Father. I'm pretty sure I'm 

just ffffallen in my ways." 
"You're fucked, eh?" he smiled mischievously. 
"Yeah," I chuckled. "You don't know the things I done, the people 

I've hurt." 
"Well, I won't if you don't want to talk about it." 
"It's a long list, Father."  
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He was quiet. He sat down on the front pew, but turned himself 
back toward me.  

"But say I did want to make it right?" I asked. "What do I gotta do? 
I mean, I haven't been to Mass in five years or something, and I've 
done some pretty bad shit. What is that, like, seventeen thousand Hail 
Mary's?" 

He laughed. "What's your name, son?" 
"Shirley. Shirley O'Shea." 
"Well, Shirley, you’re a bit far from home, arent'ya?" 
"Heh, yeah. Definitely not in Kansas anymore." 
"Kansas? I would have placed you more around New York." 
"Oh, yeah, no, it's an expression. Wizard of Oz. Was a movie a 

long time ago. This girl gets-" I saw that he knew what I was talking 
about, "anyway, yeah, I'm from New Jersey." 

"I've seen you with that old dog, Isaac Harper, haven't I?" 
"Yeah," I said, then thought, but I can think of a couple other 

names for him. 
I felt the back of the pew shoving me forward into Father Brigg's 

face. I leaned back against it. I didn't want to be that close to him. I 
didn't want him to have the chance to read my eyes. 

"Well, Shirley from New Jersey, I'm going to let you in on a little 
secret," he gave me a slight, sad smile. "You look like you may have 
had it rough in your lifetime. I came from a broken home, myself. Fa-
ther was a drunk and used to beat us. My mother finally did the brave 
thing and left. We moved in with my uncle for a time.  

"My uncle was a worse man. From the time I was ten till I was 
fourteen, he would meet me after school and bring me home. My 
mother worked late into the night. Some days he’d take me to get ice 
cream first. Other days we went straight home. When we got there, 
he’d bring me into his study, have me stand in front of him, and he'd 
begin to undress me.  
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"He was a priest," Father Brigg's chin tucked up, pushing his lips 
together. "It was a wicked thing to do to a child. I can't imagine any-
thing worse."  

He paused. 
"I don't believe in any of this Shirley," he said, his eyes grew red 

around the edges. "Praying to a rock that's shaped like a person, 
thumbing through a set of beads, repeating the same thing over and 
over. It's just rituals to help you touch the intangible and maybe feel a 
sense of control over what's happening to you in life. There's no salva-
tion in that. You can't save yourself by being a better person, Shirley. 
You'll never be good enough for a righteous God." 

"Uh, thanks, Father," I stumbled. I couldn't figure out where this 
was coming from or where it was going. 

"That's not the end of the story. You see, the wrong you've done 
and that's been done to you is because you're a person with the ability 
to choose. Now, that wrong can't be undone, but you can choose to do 
right now." 

I nodded. 
"But Shirley, it's not going to save you." 
He pointed over his shoulder to the stained glass window of Christ. 

"That's where I found my healing, Shirley—in the love of a righteous 
God, who knew we'd never be good enough. He came himself to take 
up all our sins and our wounds and bore them to the cross. 

"You don't have to fight, Shirley, to be good enough," he said it 
slowly. "Christ did that for you." He patted my arm. "Trust him." 

"I would, Father," I said, rubbing my palm over my forehead and 
squeezing my eyes shut, "but I'd probably just fff-screw that up too." I 
blinked and looked back up at him. 

"We're all broken people, Shirley, wandering through a broken 
world. Accepting that fact, that's the first step. The church should be 
about helping people make that step. That's why I'm a priest." 

"I was gonna ask you about that." 
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"Oh, I wanted to be as far from the church as possible." He 
laughed a thick, heavy laugh. "But I found that Christ is a redeemer. 
That means he takes the wrong and makes it right—even better than it 
was before. He'd done that with my life, and I wanted that same thing 
for the church and the priesthood." 

"I guess that makes sense," I said and looked down at my hands. 
The new skin had grown over where I'd torn off my fingernails on the 
plane ride over here. 

"Father," I started, then hesitated, "if you died tomorrow, how 
would you feel about your life?" I forced it out, then swallowed as he 
stared at me. 

He laughed, "That's normally a question I'd be asking. I think you 
may have missed your calling, Shirley." 

"Oh, no, I promise you, that is not for me—not that there's any-
thing wrong with being a priest." 

"Oh, I understand." 
"Just that I'm not very good with people or giving advice and all, 

you know?" 
"I know, and in response to your question, I'd be happy with my 

life. I'd be happy to be with the Lord, that's for sure, but I'd be satis-
fied with the way I'd spent my years." 

"Is that your final answer?" I faked a grin, but felt like someone 
was taking a steel file to my soul. 

"My final answer." He smiled back. He pushed himself up to his 
feet, saying, "Well, Shirley. I'll leave you to your thoughts and your 
talk with Christ. We're having a luncheon for our members, and you're 
more than welcome to join us." 

"Thanks," I smiled and nodded. 
He turned to walk away, but before he did, he patted me on the arm 

again and said, "You're never too far gone, Shirley. Never too far 
gone." 
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I looked down as he turned and started away. I was going to hate 
having to kill him. I didn't think he would hold it against me, but there 
were too few people in the world like Eamon Briggs. I wished I could 
just take the bullet for him, but I couldn't put Haley's life on the line 
too. 

"Hey, Father," I called out to him. He turned back, two steps from 
the door. 

"Who's the guy sticking the knife into that fat king over there?" 
He looked sideways at the window I was talking about. "Oh that? 

That's King Eglon and Ehud, the Lord's left-handed assassin," he 
boomed, lifting his left hand in a fist. "These are all stories of people 
overcoming their personal battles and of God's deliverance." He swept 
his left hand across the room. "The story of Ehud just goes to show 
that God can use any one of us." 

"Yeah, I guess so," I said. 
He nodded, turned and pushed through the door into the midday 

sunlight. 
I turned my head from the door to the seat in front of me, resting 

my chin on my arms. I had nothing else to say. I was empty. I just sat 
there for maybe five minutes. Then, the door to the front entrance of 
the chapel opened behind me. Heavy footsteps made their way up the 
aisle. 

Paddy sat down on my right and let out a hard breath, "Built this 
place during the Troubles," he huffed. "Not exactly a symbol of 
peace."  

I sat up beside him. He had a red hymnal in his hand. Its cover was 
worn. The red parted at the corners, where layers of cardboard 
showed through, like a flower blooming. 

"I know you've got a great deal weighing down on you, Shirley," 
he said, looking up at the ceiling. "You should have a look at ‘The 
Weary Pilgrim on Life’s Pathway’. It's on page one thirty-three." He 
put his fat hand on the armrest and heaved himself up. Then he patted 
me on the shoulder and looked me in the eye. "Isaac sent me in here 
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to get you. Take the time that you need, though." As he said it, he bent 
over and jabbed his finger at the hymnal. His hand gave two hard 
squeezes on my shoulder, then he turned and walked out the door. 

I ran my hands over my face and breathed through my fingertips. 
I'd had enough waiting around. I stood up to leave and walked away 
from the bench. As I did, my knee knocked the hymnal off the pew. It 
landed face down, pages splayed out. I bent over to pick it up and saw 
a small strip of paper sticking out of the top. When I turned it over, I 
noticed it marked page one thirty three, “Weary Pilgrim on Life’s 
Pathway”. The first verse of the hymn caught my eye. 

“Weary pilgrim on life's pathway 
Struggling on beneath thy load 
Hear these words of consolation, 
‘Cast thy burden on the Lord’." 

 I looked at the paper. 

"I know where Haley is. Continue as Isaac tells you until I signal 
you that she's safe." 

I stared at it for a long time, not believing it, thinking that this was 
some kind of test or game, or that I was just imagining the whole 
thing. My jaw was tingling, my eyes were wide, my heart was thump-
ing, and my brain felt like a rubber-band ball bouncing around in my 
head.  

This is not happening. It can't be.  
I didn't let myself get my hopes up. I crumpled the paper and 

tossed it into the bushes as I left the church.  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Twenty-Six

We didn't go back to the farm again.  
I wanted to. I wanted to tell Erin I was sorry. Maybe I would have 

tried to explain some things. I wanted to thank Bernie. But I never got 
the chance to do any of that.  

Instead, after the Mass, the car wound through streets, roundabouts 
and between buildings. When we drove through the city center, I fig-
ured out what we were doing. 

On cue, Isaac turned around in the front seat and crackled, 
"Thought you might want to take in the lay of the land before tomor-
row. We'd like to get your expert opinion on things before we move 
forward." He grinned, leaned his chair back and pulled the brim of his 
fedora down over his face. 

The way new structures cropped up right next to old ones made the 
city feel heavy with history. We passed a squatty bunch of office 
buildings on the right—probably fifteen years old. But on the left was 
a building from the beginning of the nineteen-hundreds. Its construc-
tion was something similar to the City Hall, which sat right in front of 
it. There was a plaque on the wall that read, “Scottish Provident Insti-
tution”. The building was six stories tall, each story with brickwork 
and windows laid differently than the one below it. The bottom two 
levels looked like they were made out of a dark reddish granite. They 
were used by restaurants who's awnings stretched out onto the street. 
The top of the building was fenced by a limestone balustrade. At the 
center of the roof sat a pediment, looking like another little house sit-
ting on top of the building. Tower's sprouted up on both corners of the 
side of the building facing City Hall. Each tower was hollow, with six 
arched openings cut out around its body. A clock sat at the base of 
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each tower and a copper dome capped it. It was the tower closest to us 
that was going to hide a sniper the next day.  

Across the street from the Scottish Provident Institution was 
Donegall Square, laid out like the front porch and yard of City Hall. 
Through a line of trees that ringed the square, I could see a few people 
relaxing on the grass reading books, talking, really just soaking up 
some warmth from the sun that had broken through the clouds. A 
bunch of kids were playing tag. We drove past them along the front of 
the square. The whole thing was white pavement with three large, 
grassy spaces: a square, a circle, then another square. Halfway be-
tween those squares and the street, a strip of trees carved right angles 
out of the white pavement. We passed by the center of the square, 
where that line of trees opened up. They were setting up a stage in the 
middle circle of grass. 

"There's usually a number of statues sitting around the park. One 
for those that died on the Titanic, others of important men and the 
center one: a monument to Queen Victoria," Paddy spoke up. "Ap-
pears they've moved them out of the way for tomorrow.” 

The entrance of City Hall sat behind the stage. The rest of City 
Hall rose above it. It looked like a combination of Roman and British 
architecture. Thick limestone brickwork at the base met doubled col-
umns and arching windows that rose up from the second to the third 
floor. Embedded into the front of the building was a pediment that 
looked like it had come out of Rome itself. There was a sculpture 
carved into it. A woman stood in the center with a torch in one hand. 
To her left and right, figures, mostly women, were busy weaving and 
playing music. Some held torches. One had a helmet. Another had a 
harp. A few men and young boys were scattered in the mix with their 
own crafts. A balustrade ringed the top of City Hall, meeting 
columned towers that sprung up on each corner of the building. At the 
center, a massive dome rose up, supported by a circle of columns. 

"Impressive isn't she?" Paddy said over a candy bar he'd just put in 
his mouth. The wrapper crackled in his hand. 
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Mocking the seriousness of the building, a Ferris wheel whirled 
around on the left side of it.  

“The Belfast Wheel,” Paddy spoke up again. “They took it down a 
few years ago, but decided to give it another go around October of 
last year.” 

We hung a right at the corner and started making a circle around 
City Hall, keeping it on our right the whole time. We came back up 
between the Scottish Provident Institution on our left and City Hall on 
our right and made it to the top of the square. Paddy took a right again 
and we started to pass in front of the square for a second round. Only, 
this time, at the top of the square where the trees parted and the stage 
was being set up, we took a left and headed north, away from the 
building.  

The road was as straight as an airport runway. Buildings lined ei-
ther side. People hustled up and down the street, some with a half-eat-
en sandwich in their hand, others on the phone, the rest chatting with 
a friend or coworker walking beside them. The road kept going. We 
passed a street sign that read “Donegall Place”. I looked through the 
windshield. The road ran ahead then started to angle left. There was a 
red brick building that edged into its place as the road ran out of sight. 
A small, white sign on the building read “Hollybrook Apartments”. 
That was on the corner of Rosemary Street.  

"Let's have a look at the place," Isaac said to Paddy. 
The car stopped along the curb. Our doors popped open, and we 

stepped under the doorway of the Hollybrook apartment building. 
Paddy led the way up the flights of stairs to the fourth floor. I 

looked at the doors as we passed them. Most of them were the same, 
but a few, like 2B, had little decorations outside them. 2B had a small 
iron bulldog in front of the doorpost that I almost tripped over. 3F had 
a red-painted doorframe. When we reached the fourth floor, Paddy 
and Isaac walked up to 4E. I lagged behind, trying to figure out what 
the hell we were doing. 

"Are you sure she's here?" Isaac asked Paddy. 
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"Aye," Paddy answered.  
Isaac knocked at the door. 
"Just a moment," a man's voice came from inside. 
Isaac looked at Paddy with one eyebrow raised. 
The knob turned and door opened on a guy in his early twenties, 

wearing a police uniform. He looked confused, searching the faces of 
Isaac, Paddy and, finally, looking at me. "Can I help you, fellas?" he 
asked. He had a clean shaved face and dark hair. 

"Yes, I'm looking for Clarice," Isaac rasped. 
"Harry?" a woman's voice came from somewhere in the apartment. 

The girl, a twenty-two year old redhead with big eyes and a slim 
build, peeked around the corner from over the cop's shoulder. "Uncle 
Harry?" she said.  

The cop turned to look at her.  
She gave an excited squeal and came running towards the door-

way. The cop looked from her to us as she threw her arms around 
Isaac, almost knocking him over in all the excitement. "Oh, I'm so 
glad to see you," she said into his jacket, then pushed back so she 
could see his face. "What are you doing in town anyway?" 

Isaac didn't blink. "Had a little business down at the shipping yard, 
then I found out about the celebration tomorrow, and, of course, I 
couldn't miss seeing my favorite niece." 

 Uncle Harry? Niece? 
"Well, come in, come in," she almost dragged him through the 

doorway. "This is my boyfriend, Philip.” She held out her hand to the 
cop. 

"Nice to meet you, son," Isaac reached out and shook his hand. It 
reminded me of my first meeting with Isaac in that Chinese restau-
rant. "I've heard a lot about you." 

"Good things, I hope," Philip was smiling easily. 
"Only the best. You've been taking good care of Clarice, she tells 

me." 
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"I give it a lash anyway." 
Clarice smiled at him. "And who are your friends?" she asked. 
"Oh, this is Gerry," Isaac patted Paddy on the shoulder, "and Tim," 

he pointed at me. 
Philip shook our hands eagerly. "Well, have a seat," he said. 
Clarice stepped back around the corner into the kitchen. She had 

been frying up some sausages when we came in and the whole place 
was starting to smell like them. 

"We'd love to, but we really can't," Isaac said. "I've a meeting in 
Newtownabbey for lunch." 

"On a Sunday?" 
"The mucker's a friend of mine." 
"Ah, I have you." 
"But we will be back tomorrow for the celebration," Isaac pointed 

out a window that looked straight down the road to where they were 
setting up the stage at Donegall Square.  

"You can open that window if you'd like, Harry," Clarice said 
walking back in from the kitchen with a hot skillet. 

Paddy picked an oily sausage off the pan with thick fingers and a 
few muttered curses. Once he got ahold of it, he gave her a quick 
thanks and popped it in his mouth. 

Isaac cracked open the window. 
"Would you two be joining us?" he asked. 
"Of course!" Clarice said over her shoulder as she put the skillet 

down on the kitchen counter. "I will see you at nine on the dot, but 
Philip will be on duty." 

"Shame," Isaac said. 
Philip shrugged. 
"He's just been promoted over in Castlereagh." 
"Is that so?" Paddy chimed in. 
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"Patrol Constable, nothing worth writing mum about," Philip an-
swered, but I could tell he was proud of himself. 

"Is that where you're from then?" Paddy asked. 
"No, I'm from ‘round Portadown." 
"Protestant boy, then, eh?" 
"Through and through. My father is English. Mother's from Porta-

down as well." 
"I'm from Ballymena, myself." 
"Did my probational year in Ballymena." 
"Hell of a circus, eh?" Paddy said, sarcastically. 
Philip didn't catch on. 
"Ha, truth," he said. "Rounded up close to twenty Provo's that year. 

Wannabe revolutionaries, the lot of 'em." 
"I suppose that's why the power's-that-be set you in the champi-

onship league over here near Belfast, then?" 
"Might have had something to do with it," Phil smiled. 
I noticed a bookshelf behind us with an old china tea set. 
"Think we'll see any trouble tomorrow?" Isaac asked from over by 

the window. 
"Naa," Philip replied without much thought. "The Cathy's know 

they've been whooped. Every now and then one of those IRA splinter 
groups will kick up a fuss, but we stamp it out right quick. It's all bells 
and whistles, really, but they know things will go much better for 
them if they just roll over. It's a shame, too. I would have loved to 
have had the chance to put a few more notches in the old Billy club, I 
would." He smiled. 

"Well, it seems that you've got everything under lock and key, lad," 
Isaac said with a grin and a hand on Phil's shoulder. "I'm glad Clarice 
has found you." 

That did a lot for Phil, whose shoulders relaxed under Isaac's hand. 
"I'm glad to finally meet you, sir," Phil put out his own hand.  
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Isaac took it and shook it firmly. He patted Phil on the shoulder 
again and said, "Well, I really must be going." 

"Sorry to see you go, Harry," Clarice, whose real name was Mag-
gie Higgins, said and gave Isaac a big kiss on the cheek. 

"I'll have someone fetch you in the morning," he rasped. 
"I'll be ready," she said. 
The door shut behind us, and we took the stairs back down to the 

street. 
"Poor bastard," Paddy said as we piled back into the car. He shook 

his head and looked over at Isaac. Isaac didn't say anything. Paddy 
grunted and started the car. 

The buildings began to roll by us again. After a minute, I asked, 
"What's gonna happen to him?" 

Paddy's eyes found mine in the mirror. He looked over at Isaac. 
Isaac nodded with a sigh. 

"He's going to assassinate the Chief Constable with a police-issued 
rifle from his own apartment window," he said. "He has no mind to do 
that, of course, but the newspaper will tell him the whole story the day 
after. He won't be able to read it, being dead as a fish, but he'll be in it. 
'Bigoted patrol cop assassinates Chief Constable'." Paddy slowed for 
an elderly couple crossing the road. "His fellow patrol officer, Gordon 
Harris—the man you met the other night when we went to fetch Rory 
back from those Westie gobshites—well, he'll just happen to be in the 
area and rush to the scene to gun down our friend Philip, ‘the Consta-
ble Killer’," Paddy finished bitterly. 

Isaac was silent. 
I looked out and saw two red telephone booths go by. 
We followed the road ahead of us as it curved left and then back to 

the right. It became Royal Avenue and then York Street. Where it in-
tersected Great Patrick Street, we turned left. A young mother on the 
sidewalk held a blonde-haired baby that was pitching a fit in her arms. 
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"I hope you're not afraid of heights, Shirley," Isaac said from the 
front seat. 

"Huh?" I came back. I looked up towards him to see his index fin-
ger tapping on the window. Through the glass, a tower crane stretched 
up above the city. 

"That'll be your perch up there," he croaked. "Apologies, but you 
won't be able to get a better view till tomorrow morning. Don't want 
to draw any suspicion now." 

The radio changed songs to some roaring Irish punk bagpipe music 
as Paddy turned the car around.  We passed back through town, 
crossed over the river and pulled into a small warehouse.  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Twenty-Seven

An office sat to the left once we walked into the warehouse. 
Behind that was a small room with a couple of bunks. My duffle 

was waiting for me on one of the bottom bunks. I changed out of the 
khakis and short-sleeved, collared shirt I had worn to Mass and into a 
pair of cargos and a T-shirt I’d gotten from Goodwill. The shirt was 
dark blue and had a yellow alligator on it. “Ol’ Scruffy’s Gator Gum-
bo”, it read. I laid down on the bed and tried to take a nap, thinking 
about Erin, about Paddy's note and what Father Briggs had said.  

Just as I started fading out, Rory and three other guys walked into 
the office, laughing and jabbering. I sat up, acting like I was putting 
something in my bag. I stood just as they walked into the room. 

"Shirley!" Rory lit up with a big smile and threw his arms towards 
the ceiling. "Fancy meeting you, here, ya mucker." 

"Hey Rory, how's it going?" 
"Quite well, I'd say, with our five star accommodations here." 
The other three men smiled along with him. I hadn't met any of 

them, but I could guess their names were on that same list I had seen 
in the barn the day before. 

One of them had a thin, dark mustache. He was tall with a good 
build and perfectly combed hair. The next was a thicker-looking man, 
balding, with a scar that hadn't healed too pretty right under his lip. 
The third guy was just a kid, maybe twenty years old. He had cheek-
bones that stuck out high on his face and red, curly hair. 

"Allow me to introduce to you my esteemed colleagues: Turk, 
Eimes and Franco," Rory said, pointing at the guys in order of how I'd 
picked them out. I shook hands with each and offered a smile and a 
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"Nice ta meet ya,” then said, "Well, I was actually just about to step 
outside." 

"By all means, don't let us stop you," Rory waved me on. 
"I'll see you guys later," I said before I walked out the door.  
I was on my way through the warehouse to its front entrance when 

I heard a rasping call from Isaac. "Shirley, would you come here a 
moment? I'd like to have a talk with you about tomorrow." He was 
calling from between a few stacks of crates.  

I stopped and looked his way, seeing the shadow falling across his 
face and a few dim lights above. "Sure thing," I said, gritting my 
teeth, and started towards him. 

"It's time we talked details about this dirty business," he said, 
huskily. We sat at a table made up of two wooden crates with a green, 
vinyl tarp spread over them. He leaned forward. The harsh light from 
one lamp above us tossed hard shadows under his brow. The wrinkles 
on his face were carved with a wide chisel. He laid a few photos out 
in front of me. "You already know your mark," he tapped the photo of 
Father Briggs. "I hope you've steeled yourself up for this task, son. It 
won't be easy, but we both know it's a necessary evil. Complete this 
mission and you set your homeland and your sister free." 

There was silence while dust motes floated under the light between 
us. 

"Very well," he leaned on his elbow and slid the picture of Father 
Briggs over so that I could see a photo of the city's skyline and anoth-
er of the cranes we had passed. "You'll be per-" 

"How do I know you'll make good?" I leaned back in the steel 
folding chair with my arms crossed.  

The interruption stunned him for a second. He folded his hands in 
front of him. "Quite frankly, Shirley, you don't have a choice. You do 
this or you don't. But if Father Briggs misses his appointment with St. 
Peter, then it'll be Haley checking in at the Pearly Gates." He looked 
upward, then back down to me.  
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There was nothing stopping me from leaping across that table and 
beating his face into a pulpy mess—nothing but the sight of Haley 
pinned to the floor by a chair, with a bullet hole in the back of her 
head. I bit down hard.  

"I'm a man who stays to his word, Shirley. In a week's time there'll 
be no stopping us, and you'll be on the next boat back to America. 
Your darling little sister will be released the moment you pull that 
trigger." He held his hand up, palm facing toward me. "On my honor," 
he finished. 

"Alright," I said, breathing out. 
"I'm not your enemy, Shirley, believe it or not. I have been doing 

this for a long time now—sometimes, I think, too long. In all my 
years, I've learned that, for the mission to be done, sometimes it takes 
a carrot, but sometimes it takes the stick. I'm sorry that it has come to 
this with you. I had hoped you'd see the value of what we are doing 
and that you'd join us." 

"Not a chance in hell." 
"Well, as I said, 'sometimes it takes the stick.' Would you like a 

drink?" he asked, unscrewing a bottle of whiskey. 
"Why not?" the words slid through my teeth. 
"Can't have a talk like this without some strong moral lubrication, 

now can we?" He wiped the inside of two dirty glasses out with his 
finger. "You'll want to have a look at these," he pushed the photos 
over towards me.  

I laid the skyline on top of the crane. There were four more photos 
in the bunch. Three of them were different lengths of zoom into the 
square. The last photo was an aerial shot of the city. The crane sat 
north of Donegall Square. Its location was circled at the top of the im-
age. A red line ran from it to the grassy circle at the center of the 
square, where the stage was being set up.  

The half empty bottle of scotch glugged as Isaac poured. It tipped 
the lip of the glass with a clink that drew my attention from the pic-
tures. He handed me the cup. A swirl of dust was drifting on top of the 
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whiskey. I sipped it off and set down the glass. He tapped open a box 
of matches across the table. It was the yellow box with “Habibti” 
written on it in red letters. There was an address and a telephone 
number too, but they were too small to read—Ph-something. 

"Think you can make the shot?" he asked, the pipe already wedged 
in between his teeth. 

I looked at the aerial photo. "A little under a mile," I said without 
looking up. "Not much, but a little." I switched to the landscape pho-
tos of different zoom lengths. To make the shot, I’d have to put it past 
a church spire, between a set of turbine roof vents four hundred and 
fifty yards away, just to the left of a green copper domed tower and 
over a tree. All of this was without even factoring wind and the 
movement of people on the stage. I ran my finger along the vinyl tarp, 
feeling the threading beneath the plastic. "It's gonna be tricky," I said 
half to him, half to no one in particular. A shot like that was hard 
enough to make over open ground. In an urban scenario and being 
years out of practice, I didn't feel so good about my chances. 

"This the best you got?" I looked up. Smoke was trailing up from 
his pipe. He nodded. "I guess it'll have to do then," I cracked my 
knuckles. "But I want to know everything: how I'm getting in, getting 
out. I need a wind gauge or someone to place markers. I want Haley 
safe before I take the shot. And I want another thirty grand to go to 
her and Winnie." 

Isaac didn't say anything. He just cradled his pipe in his hand while 
he puffed. The money was a ballsy move, I knew it, but if I wasn't 
coming out of this thing alive, I needed to know that Haley and Win-
nie were gonna be alright. I figured he was good for another fifty, 
probably even a hundred, but I didn't want to push it, seeing as he was 
holding all the cards. 

"You've got the money," he said without changing his expression, 
"the girl stays put till the priest is dead." I knew there was no chance 
he'd let her go. "As for the plan, the ceremony will be starting 'round 
nine tomorrow morning. You'll be in place long before then. That'll 
give you time to take your readings and make your adjustments." He 
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tossed me a worn down pencil and paper, then he continued, "From 
eight thirty on, two local celebrities will be welcoming everyone and 
getting them into a lather. At nine on the spot, the event starts. The 
mayor will step up to make his speech. He's been given ten minutes. 
He's a bit of a windbag, though, so count on fifteen."  

I wrote +5 next to the 10 I'd already put down beside the mayor's 
name.  

"The mayor ends with a flourish as folk music begins to play. After 
the folk band ends their set of songs, two marching bands troupe in: 
the Rasharkin Defenders on the left representing nationalist sympa-
thizers, the Ballymena Boys representing the loyalists marching in 
from the right. At that point, they'll occupy the fifty square meters in 
front of the stage, standing side by side. Once the crowd is feeling that 
deep and abiding sense of unity, the crown's ambassador to Ireland 
will step up to make his speech. He'll blather on for ten or fifteen 
minutes about our great partnership and how strong we are when we 
stand together and some other shite like that. If it wouldn't disrupt the 
ceremony, I'd ask you to shoot this man first just so we don't have to 
ingest all that bollocks. Anyway, after the ambassador comes our man 
of the hour. Father Briggs will take the podium at nine forty-five. 
He'll give a short message, then a prayer. After the prayer, he'll lead in 
singing “Be Thou My Vision”—perhaps my favorite hymn. It's on the 
fourth verse, when he says the word 'inheritance' that you will all fire.  

"He'll finish the song in front of the Savior himself before he even 
realizes what has happened. I doubt the three other poor bastards will 
be there to accompany him, however, seeing as they are politicians—
cheats and liars all of them. He finished off his whiskey and set it 
down with a thunk. 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Twenty-Eight

The sun set behind the city of Belfast across the river.  
I nudged some loose rocks off of the road and into the water with 

the toe of my boot. The scattered clouds above the city shimmered 
like fish scales reflecting the pink and orange glow. I watched them 
for a while. I never did much fishing back in Jersey. When I was a 
kid, though, mom and dad would take us to Indian River, Delaware 
during the summer. Dad would borrow a silver, Airstream camper 
trailer from one of his buddies at the garage, and we'd pull it down to 
the beach in our 1974 Volvo 140. Haley and I would burst out of the 
car the moment we pulled up to the campsite and run down to the 
beach. We left mom and dad to unpack and set up the camper. 

The water was too cold for anything more than dipping your toes 
in, but we would spend hours picking up seashells, building sandcas-
tles, flying kites and trying to dig our way to China. I remember chas-
ing out the tide, then turning and running away from it as it came 
chasing us back. Haley would squeal and giggle, her blonde, curly 
pigtails bouncing with every clumsy step her three-year-old legs took. 
She'd trip and fall, splashing me with that icy water, then stand right 
back up, frozen in shock.  

What I did in that next moment would determine whether she'd 
burst out laughing and stomping around in the water, or crying and 
running back to the camper. I remember her standing there, ankle 
deep in cold, green water, her belly pooched out between a rainbow-
striped bikini, looking at me with big, wild eyes and clenched teeth. I 
hated it, but knew what I had to do. I flailed my arms and legs wildly, 
then squeezed my eyes shut, held my breath and braced myself as my 
body hit the icy water like it was a plate glass window. I would burst 
out of the water gasping. There was a moment, then she'd smile a big 
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gap-toothed smile and stick her finger between her lips and laugh. 
She'd take a deep breath and plop down into the water again, and we'd 
start splashing up a frenzy. 

When we'd make it back to the camper, lips and fingers purple, 
shivering and goose-bumped with the cold, mom had two beach tow-
els baking in the sun for us. She'd wrap us up in them while dad got a 
fire going with some of the driftwood we brought back from the 
shore. 

We'd go out fishing with dad. He was a good guy, but he was also 
what a shrink would call a "manic-depressive". That just meant that 
he was best dad you could hope for on some days; then there were 
other days. Every now and then he'd pull in from work at the auto-
shop, and I’d catch that look on his face. I knew to stay outside on 
those days. I didn't come in till mom called for dinner.  

Dad never touched Haley. The most he did to my mom was shake 
her around a bit. She would shout his name, put her hand on the side 
of his face and look into his eyes. That settled him down a bit. But 
me, there wasn't much to stop him once he started coming at me, es-
pecially if he'd been drinking. It was all my mom could do to pry him 
off of me. I'd run away while she stayed and calmed him down. I nev-
er blamed him. He was sick, and I knew it, so I just tried to stay out of 
his way. 

When we were at the shore, though, things were different. There 
was something about the ocean that was good for him, especially 
when he had a rod in one hand and a cold Coors in another. He'd walk 
us out to the wharf where we'd find a good couple of rocks and sit 
down with our red Coleman cooler. After he'd set up our fishing rods, 
he'd crack open a couple of birch beers for us while he drank the real 
thing.  

I remember him shirtless—strong, but not muscled up like me to-
day. His shoulders were an explosion of freckles. His reddish hair was 
always neat and kept in place in the city. When we went out to the 
beach, though, he let the wind blow it around and didn't touch it with 
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a comb the whole week. The stubble on his face grew out to soften the 
impact of his mustache.  

We'd sit out on the rocks for hours. He'd tell us stories, teach us 
about the clouds, the tides and the fish in the big ocean in front of us. 
Haley would get bored, and he'd take her down to the sand at our right 
where he could keep an eye on her from the wharf. I never left the 
rocks, though. I loved being with him on days like that.  

Before sunset, we'd head back to the camper where mom was play-
ing Rummy and chatting with a few of the other women in the camp-
ground. Haley and I set the table while dad would beer-batter and fry 
up the fish we'd caught. After marshmallows and a few campfire sto-
ries, we'd all cram into the double bed in the trailer. Moonlight would 
stream through the blinds while mom sang us all to sleep with that 
Beach Boy's song: 

"Well, its been building up inside of me 
For, oh, I don't know how long 
I don't know why, but I keep thinking 
Something's bound to go wrong 

But he looks in my eyes 
And makes me realize 
When he says, 'Don't worry baby 
Don't worry baby 
Don't worry baby 
Everything will turn out alright’." 

Her voice was syrupy and thick—a bit lower than most ladies as 
young as her, but it fit her dark hair and strong eyes perfectly. It could 
scare the shit out of you if she was angry, but it was soothing when 
she sang. Some nights when my father thought we were asleep, he'd 
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reach across us two kids lying between him and my mother and stroke 
her arm while he sang “The Way You Look Tonight” to her. He wasn't 
very good, but I'd pretend I was asleep for an hour sometimes just so I 
could hear him, feel his forearm resting on my chest while he sere-
naded her. It was the only time I ever heard him sing. 

I remembered one summer—I was eleven. Dad and I were on the 
wharf with Haley. We hadn't caught anything that day, and Dad wasn't 
in the greatest mood. It was our last day out, so he'd hoped to make it 
worthwhile. He didn't say much all morning. Without realizing it, I 
started humming “The Way You Look Tonight” to fill the silence. He 
heard me. I stopped humming when he turned his head to look at me. 
I knew I was in trouble. His expression didn't change, but it did soften 
a bit. I looked down. Haley was beside me, playing in our can of 
worms, totally oblivious. 

"Where'd you hear that song, son?" he asked, but there wasn't an 
edge in his voice like I'd thought there would be. I looked up and 
caught him grinning at me. "That's a very dangerous song to just hum, 
Shirley," he nudged me with his elbow. "Any girl who hears you 
singing it is sure headed for a broken heart if you don't mean it." 

"Yeah?" I asked. 
"Sure," he brightened up, "how do you think I got your mother to 

marry a guy like me?" he winked, then took a sip of his beer. "Let me 
teach you a better one for a day like today," he said as he swallowed. 
"It goes-” he cleared his throat, “-'sittin’ in the morning sun. I'll be 
sittin’ when the evening comes...watchin' the ships roll in, and I'll 
watch 'em roll away again."  

Soon both Haley and I were swaying our heads and joining in 
while he sang, "Sittin’ on the dock of the bay, watching my tiiime roll 
away, sittin' on the dock of the bay waaaaystin' tiiiiiiime." His left 
hand held his can of Coors, directing us with his index finger as we 
belted out the words. His right hand was on my shoulder. 

When that died down, we begged him to teach us another. "Sorry 
kids, this jukebox only plays two tunes," he said, "and I gotta rest my 
pipes if I'm gonna have anything left to sing to your momma tonight."  
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Haley was getting fidgety, so he took her down to the sand and left 
me with the rods. I watched them navigate the rocks on the hundred-
foot stretch back towards the beach. I smiled when dad reached out 
his hand to take hold of Haley's and help her across a tricky little hop. 
She skipped over it without any trouble. He was actually the one who 
stumbled, planting his palm on a steadier rock in front of him to keep 
himself from completely falling over. Haley turned around, grabbed 
his arm with both hands and tugged while he got his balance back and 
pushed himself up. With dad scanning his next footstep, she figured 
her business was done, dusted off her hands and hopped across the 
next three stones. 

It was only when I kicked over the can of worms that I realized I 
had completely forgotten the fishing lines that Dad had left me in 
charge of.  

"Shit!" I said in almost a whisper, knowing it was one of those 
words I'd heard my dad and older boys on the street say, but I hadn't 
grown into it yet. I would test it out, self-consciously, to get the deliv-
ery right for when I debuted it to the world. I looked up all the same, 
half expecting my mom to come thundering down the rocks with a 
bolt of lightning in one hand and a wooden cooking spoon in the oth-
er. I smirked to myself when I realized how stupid that idea was and 
how scared I was of getting caught. The adrenaline pricked at my 
ears.  

I scooped up the handful of lugworms that had tumbled out and 
were making a break for the open ocean, not knowing they were on a 
suicide mission. Dropping them back into the can, I wiped my hand 
off on my swimming trunks. I put the can down beside my dad's other 
cans of bait. The rods were all still wedged in between the rocks Dad 
had propped them up against. I tested all four and picked up the last 
one, my dad's favorite rod. It was actually my grandfather’s—they all 
were, but this one was special. Dad borrowed it every time we went 
down to the shore. He barely let me touch it when we were fishing 
together, so, of course, I took every chance I could to handle it when 
he wasn't around. I looked over my shoulder to see my dad and sister 
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had almost made it to the sand. A wave hit the stone in front of my 
feet and splashed me with a few cold, salty drops of water. 

I took the rod. It was a bamboo rod with a cork handle and a 
Shakespeare No. 1969 baitcaster—the kind of reel with an open 
spool. It doesn't take much to screw up a baitcaster, and I was a mas-
ter. I probably had a hundred and thirty lessons from Dad on how not 
to tangle up the line, but no matter how careful I was, two minutes 
later I had a twisted ball of fishing wire to hand to him. Still, I 
couldn't resist the magic-wand feeling of that cork handle. I slowly 
began to turn the reel's spinner. The weight of the rod shifted in my 
hands as the line wrapped back up into the spool. It felt like a forgot-
ten memory of something you loved getting pulled slowly back into 
your mind. Knowing my dad would have Haley to the beach by then, 
I began to spin faster. The water in front of me was dark blue-green. 
Waves lipped white at the tips when the wind picked up. I watched the 
line angle closer towards me and spun faster. 

I looked down at the reel to make sure I was doing everything right 
and was surprised when my spin stopped with a sudden jerk. There 
was a tug from the top of the rod. I looked up and realized I'd reeled 
the hook and everything straight out of the water. 

I replaced the worm, then pressed the spool release and the line 
went slack, dropping the hook into the rocky waters in front of me. I 
knew I was in danger of getting the line caught on a rock, so I spun 
the handle to raise it up. When the hook was at about eye level, I 
stopped and planted my thumb on the reel. Feeling the ridges of the 
fishing line under my thumb, I used my other hand to carefully click 
the spool release again. I swung the hook back past me, craning my 
neck out of the way as it came at my face.  

Standing there with a rod almost twice the size of my body waving 
in my hand, two thoughts came to me. The first was an image of a 
soldier taking a hill, waving an American flag for his troops and ene-
mies to see. As I let all that glory sink in, the second thought occurred 
to me—I was going to be in deep shit if dad looked and saw me over 
there waving his favorite fishing rod around like a soldier waving a 
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flag. I glanced over my shoulder towards the beach. He was running 
down the sand chasing Haley. I knew I'd better be quick. I adjusted 
my stance, picked my target on the ocean—a spot where a noisy 
seagull had just landed. It was too far for me to hit, so I felt safe going 
for it. Then, with every muscle in my eleven-year-old body, I threw 
my shoulders forward.  

The rod cut through the air with a whipping sound. 
I took my thumb off the reel and the line shot out like a bottle 

rocket. I watched, jaw on the floor, as the line twisted in the air like a 
snake. I couldn't believe how far I'd thrown it. The reel buzzed in my 
hand, with inch after inch unraveling. I looked down from where the 
line was sailing out. I was going to hit that bird. The hook dropped, 
making a rainbow arc out of the line. That worm was probably 
screaming his guts out the whole way down. I wanted to yell at the 
bird, but knew I'd draw my dad's attention. Instead, I just stood there, 
mouth open, trying to figure out what to do. The bird bobbed in the 
water, poked his head under the surface, then threw it back and shook 
it around, trying to slide something down his throat. I, stupidly, jerked 
the rod back. The line snagged and immediately balled up like that 
cloud of dust that's always following around that dirty kid from Char-
lie Brown. The graceful rainbow line over the ocean snapped straight. 
The hook and sinker plopped into the waves three feet in front of that 
stupid gull. He choked back a squawk and scrambled up into the air, 
heading toward the shore. 

I looked down at the tangled mess of wire in my hands. "Shit," I 
said again. This time I didn't bother to look around to see if mom was 
nearby. I blinked, hoping that would magically reset the line. Nothing 
changed.  

The waves crashed on the rocks. I didn't even know where to start. 
I started trying to pull the wire loose. That just tightened the knots. I 
closed my eyes and imagined how I'd seen dad do it. I reached up and 
pulled the line so that it created slack on the reel. The knotted wad of 
wire came out next until I found the spot where it fed clean into the 
reel. I placed my thumb down on that part of the wire and slowly 
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pulled the line in, working the tangle loose while my thumb guided it 
back around the reel. I knew I wasn't going to fix it, but at least I 
could make it look better for when I handed it back to dad and he had 
to cut the wire. A knot slid under my thumb. I tugged it back out and 
tried to undo it with my nails. One of the other rods to my right made 
a ratcheting noise. I looked up to see it nodding towards the horizon. 
It looked like a dog pointing towards danger in one of those cartoons. 

What is it boy? I thought.  
It nodded some more, then it bent hard. The line tightened up, and 

I could see the handle working free from the rock. The Shakespeare in 
my left hand, I scrambled toward it. On my third step the cork handle 
of the Shakespeare got caught between my knees, and I missed a rock 
I had been aiming for. My leg drove the rod underneath me. I came 
down hard on top of it, cracking my shin and slicing open my hand on 
the rim of the can of worms. I felt a snap of pain in my chest. The im-
pact knocked the wind out of me. I started to cry, but couldn't breathe.  

I pushed my chest up to roll myself over. I sobbed in some misty 
air, then stopped when I saw my grandfather's baitcaster snapped in 
half under me. My eyes shot wide in horror, then even wider when I 
heard a twang and looked up to see the bent rod ahead had sprung free 
and was clattering down the rocks towards the ocean.  

I forgot about the broken Shakespeare and scrambled to my feet. I 
drove my legs under me, tears running down my cheeks, mouth twist-
ed in pain. I couldn't breath, but I didn't care. I had to get to that rod. 
A foot away and still running, I stretched my arm forward. My fingers 
closed around the handle. Then, whatever monster was out there 
yanked it free and pulled it into the churning water in front of me.  

"No!" I screamed, my toe clipping a rock and sending me rolling 
over the boulders toward the water. My arm caught between two 
rocks, and my body flew over it. With a snap, my world turned white, 
and my consciousness evaporated out of the top of my head.  

I came right back as the icy water hit me. It filled my nose, burning 
out my sinuses. My right hand seared with pain as ribbons of salt wa-
ter trailed through the cut on it. I tried to scream, but still couldn't 
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breath. I choked and sputtered. My head dipped below the surface. I 
felt under me with my feet and found a boulder I could barely tiptoe 
on. The water nudged me forward towards the wharf. I leaned for it 
and reached ahead. Then the wave went out, pulling me off the boul-
der and into deeper water. It covered my face. I thrashed and kicked. 
My broken left arm trailed like a rag on the surface. My right 
screamed at me with pain every time the water spread open the cut 
and licked it raw. I kicked towards the rocks, but every wave pulled 
me out farther. The cold seeped in. My body started to shake.  

The tightness around my chest loosened up all of a sudden, and I 
gasped, but as I did, a wave covered my head, and I got a throat full of 
salt water. I remembered myself whimpering, crying and losing con-
sciousness. The world around me became still, and I was weightless, 
rocked back and forth like a baby in a crib. Shafts of light cut yellow 
lines through a murky green world.  

A hushing sound filled my ears and wrapped itself around me. I 
listened to it, and it popped like a bowl of Rice Krispies. I opened my 
mouth to take a bite, but they were too salty. There was a fan on 
somewhere. I took another bite of those Rice Krispies, then spit them 
out and tried to yell. I was calling my mom to bring me some sugar, 
but I couldn't even hear my own voice. That fan was loud and getting 
louder. I was so sleepy I almost fell into my bowl of cereal. I yelled 
again, but this time the fan was deafening. Then it stopped. Something 
wrapped around my chest. It pulled me away from the table, but I 
wasn't done eating yet. The kitchen I was in began to shake. Glasses 
fell off the shelves and shattered over the counter. Light flashed, like a 
strobe. I looked at the carton of milk on the table. It was vibrating. 
The carton squeezed and relaxed, squeezed and relaxed. Then it ex-
ploded. 

Water gushed out of my mouth like I was a garden hose. My dad's 
face was inches away. Behind him stretched an endless blue sky. He 
pushed my cheek sideways as I hacked and coughed. My face pressed 
into the sharp ridge of a cold, jagged stone. My stomach squeezed up 
every raw drop of saltwater. I breathed and remembered what the air 
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tasted like. My eyes peeled open, then slammed shut, like garage 
doors with a broken motor. 

"My boy. My boy," I heard my dad saying. He lifted me up and 
held me to his chest. He was wheezing. I could feel his heart hammer-
ing against my little body. My own was puttering away right after his. 
He kissed my forehead, his scruff scraping against my skin. It was 
then that I realized he was sobbing. 

"Thanks for the sugar, dad," I smiled, then faded out again. 
__ 

Dad was stumbling over the rocks, going as fast as he could, al-
most falling clean over again and again. Every step jolted my broken 
arm, dangling over his shoulder.  

Then Haley was trotting behind us on the sand. Her rainbow-col-
ored bikini was glistening with salt water. Her deep green eyes 
watched me all wide and curious. She asked if I caught a big fish. I 
smiled. I closed my eyes. 

__ 

"Nora!" my dad yelled.  
We were in the trailer park. There was a silver trailer gleaming in 

the sun. Beside it was another that looked like it had been coated in 
vinyl siding. That one had a yellow and white striped canopy. An old 
man and his wife smoked cigars with big square shades. They both 
jumped out of their lawn chairs and came running towards us.  

"Nora!" my dad yelled again. My mother came busting out of the 
screen door and down the green, fake-lawn covered steps to the 
ground. 

"Shirley!" she screamed. "Shirley, oh baby, baby, baby. My baby."  
My dad dumped me in her arms and ran past her. She smelled like 

coconut oil and cigarette smoke. She wore a yellow shirt with white 
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flowers printed on it. It was so crisp. I sank into the coziness of her 
chest. My arm felt like a leg attached to my shoulder.  

Other ladies began to gather, babbling questions and yelling for 
their husbands. One of them picked up Haley and took her into the 
trailer. As the door closed behind her, I went back to sleep. 

__ 

The door to our Volvo slammed on my right, pushing a tuft of air 
through the car. 

__ 

I came to an hour or so later. My dad was squeezing the horn for 
all it was worth. We blurred past a cream-colored car, making it look 
like a long, fat, spaghetti noodle.  

The sun had almost set. Low-lying clouds pulled up around the 
horizon, the way a kid pulls up blankets around their neck to keep 
from getting bit by vampires in the night. I noticed my door lock 
wasn't pressed down. The glass on my window glowed as oncoming 
headlights approached, then flashed past. We must have been pushing 
a hundred and ten, the car rattling and vibrating along.  

"Shirley's awake," Haley peeped from my left.  
I rolled my head over to look at her. My mom caught my face be-

fore I'd made it, though. Turned around backwards in the front seat, 
her eyes were wide with concern. I smiled.  

She smiled back and said, "Hey baby. How're you doing?" 
I hadn't thought about it, but somehow, with that question, all the 

pain in my body jerked back to life. My palm sizzled. My arm ached 
and felt like spiders were skittering up it. My throat was hoarse and 
sandpaper rough. Mom's cool hand on my cheek felt good, though. 
She took it away, unclipped her seatbelt and propped up on her knees 
so she could get a better feel for me. Haley had found the first aid kit 
my mom always kept in the car.  
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Having dropped out of school when she got pregnant with me, 
Mom never finished her education. She had always wanted to be a 
nurse. She took every chance she got to put what she learned from 
county library books into practice. Haley had raided the kit, finding 
the Band-Aids, and decided she was going to patch me up.  

My arm looked like a snake that had swallowed a grapefruit. That 
grapefruit had lodged right where my elbow should have been. My 
forearm sat just out of line with the rest of my arm. It already sported 
three Band-Aids. As I watched, Haley pealed the plastic off a fourth 
and applied it. She patted it down with her stubby little fingers and 
pursed her lips in a self-satisfied way. 

"What the hell were you doing, Shirley?" my dad couldn't hold 
himself back any longer. The sun was blazing on the horizon in front 
of us. The visor he'd flipped down was useless. The sun had dipped 
just below the edge of it. He squinted his eyes to get a good look at 
the road, then turned his face sideways, so I could see his profile—see 
how mad he was. He shot a glance over his shoulder at me. That little 
flick of his glare was like a scalpel. He turned back to the road, but 
my eyes found his in the rearview mirror. The light gleamed off them, 
making them glow yellow and green the way a wolf's eyes look at 
night. 

"Tom, I don't think now's the time for-" mom started, not turning to 
face him. 

"He could have gotten himself killed back there, Nora!" my father 
cut in. "Dammit!" he said, slamming his hand on the steering wheel. 
He turned the side of his face to me. "Don't you tell me you're too 
damn stupid to know any better, Shirley!" he said, shaking his finger. 

"Tom, stop it. Can't you see he's hurt?" 
"Not half as bad as he's gonna be when we get home," my dad's 

four other fingers burst into a straight hand. I thought he was going to 
backhand me right there. I barely flinched. I had been through the 
ringer. I couldn't imagine it being any worse than I already felt. 
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My mom swatted his arm with her hand. "Don't you dare Thomas 
O’Shea Junior!" She slapped his arm again. She lurched herself over 
the seat to cover me with her body. The broken yellow line that 
skipped along ahead of us disappeared under her arm. She grabbed 
my neck tight as my dad tried to reach under her. He yanked at my 
shirt, but couldn't get ahold of me.  

Haley had broken into crying. Smothered by my mom's chest, I 
heard her babbling between sobs. My mom's heartbeat faded in and 
out, dampening the noise that had erupted in the car. 

Babump, babump. 
"Come here!" 
"No! No!" 
"Nora, get-" 
"Tommy, let go!" 
"-out of the way!" 
Babump, babump. 
"No!" 
"Mommmmy!" 
Babump, babump, babump. 
"-you stay away!" 
Babump. 
"Maaaa!" 
"-can't-" 
"-kill us!" 
Babump, babump. 
"-hurting him!" 
"Enough!" My dad found a handful of my mother's hair and pulled 

her head back. Screaming, she clawed at the air, trying to get back to 
me. The sun blazed ahead. My dad let go of my mom's hair and 
shoved her into the door. The car swerved left with the motion. Dad 
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looked ahead just in time to see a grey minivan bearing down on us. 
He jerked the wheel as the van blared its horn. I would have fallen 
onto my broken arm, but my seatbelt caught me. The car righted. The 
minivan blurred by. Haley stopped crying for a second—just for a 
second, though. When she started wailing again, my mom climbed up 
to the top of her seat again. She smoothed back the rat's nest of hair 
she now had on her head. Then she reached over and stroked the tears 
off Haley's face. Dad breathed out an angry sigh and let up on the gas. 
A semi dotted up on the road a mile or more ahead of us. 

"Shhhh, it's okay baby. Mommy's h-" 
"Dammit, Nora." 
"What?!" she whipped her head back at him. 
"You could have just killed us, that's what!" 
"I could have killed us?! Oh that's rich!" 
"Don't start with me, Nora." 
"Who's the one with his hands on ten and two, huh, wise guy?" 
"I'm this close, Nora. This close." 
"And if you hadn't left him on those rocks all by himself, we 

wouldn't be here in the first place." She had reared up in her seat, like 
a cobra about to strike. Haley started crying again. The birds outside 
played jump rope on the telephone lines. The semi ahead turned his 
lights on as the last shred of sun just about dropped over the horizon. 

"I'm not going to take this, Nora." 
"What were you doing? Huh?" 
"What was I doing? I was walking Haley back to the beach. You 

want me to just lea-" 
"Were you drinking?" 
"What?" 
"Huh? Were you drinking?" she punched his shoulder. "Were you 

drinking when my baby fell into the water by himself?" She started to 
cry, still clutching at his sleeve. 
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He pushed her hand away. "Look at me, Nora. Haley, shut up! 
Look at me." 

The street line faded to a mustard color, tracing an imaginary 
boundary between us and the approaching semi. My dad looked at my 
mother, still angry, but trying to get himself under control. 

"It's not my fault the boy is a damn fool," he jammed his finger 
towards me. 

"He is no-" my mom reached around her armrest to touch my 
cheek. Her hands weren't cool anymore. 

"Not only do I gotta replace all those rods of my dad's I left out on 
the pier-" 

A red Corvette driven by some college-aged asshole trying to im-
press his young girlfriend veered out from behind the semi. I wanted 
to yell at my dad, but I couldn't get out more than a gasp. The 
Corvette's fat tires rolled over the yellow line. 

"-but now I gotta find the money to pay for a hospi-" 
"Dad," I rasped. 
"What Shirley?" he shot back.  
My mom turned her attention my way too. Haley sniffed beside 

me. The Corvette gunned the gas, racing along the semi, thinking he 
could squeeze by. The driver in the truck blared his horn to get my 
dad's attention. My dad looked back toward the road just as that ass-
hole must have realized he wasn't going to make it. 

The Corvette slammed on the brakes and jerked over into his own 
lane. He hadn't cleared the back of the truck, though. The Corvette's 
right fender bounced off the last of the semi's sixteen wheels and 
launched back into our lane. 

I turned my head towards my mom. She hadn't looked away from 
me. Headlights flashed behind her hair, making a halo around her 
head. Her warm brown eyes held me for a moment. Then, with a jerk, 
she was gone, her body flying, crackling through the windshield, leav-
ing us in a shower of ugly diamonds. 
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__ 

My dad barely made it out of ICU. He was worse after that. He 
blamed me for the whole thing, and he let me know it. A fist, his belt, 
his boot, picture frames, a chair, whatever was handy when he'd had 
enough alcohol in him to lube up his inhibitions so that his rage could 
slide through. He was like a piston in a Chevy 454, burning hot and 
thrumming with anger. 

He walked out of a bar two years later and into the path of a mov-
ing car. I always figured that finished what I had started on that day 
back at the shore.  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Twenty-Nine

"You look like a man with a lot on his mind," Paddy's voice called 
me back to the present. 

 The river in front of me was a greasy swirl of sunlight and dirty 
darkness. I turned my head, letting those memories drift downstream. 
The guilt remained, though—that steel wool crammed down in your 
gut that bristles every time you breathe out. Paddy was there to take 
my mind off it. 

"The boys were wondering where you'd gotten to," he half smiled, 
half huffed. "Quite a view, isn't it?" He stopped beside me, size thir-
teen boots on the wooden beam that separated the gravel lot from the 
water. 

"Yeah," I said, "hadn't expected it." 
"Belfast doesn't get enough credit. She really is a beautiful city." 
We both let the water drift by inches below us. 
His tone changed, "I take it you found my note." 
I nodded. 
He cleared his throat. 
"When can you get to her?" I tried to cut the desperation out of my 

voice by talking quieter. It came out as a mumble. Somehow, he un-
derstood me. 

"It's a delicate situation, lad. There's a very small group within our 
lot that doesn't agree with Isaac. We want a change, but not his way. 
Too much blood will be shed. It's too high a cost." 

"I don't see what that has to do with getting my sister out of this." 
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"If we move too early, Isaac will know, and he'll go back under-
ground. We won't be stopping anything if he does that, just delaying 
his plans for another five or ten years." 

"Yeah, bu-" 
"We wait until he lays all his cards on the table, Shirley. It's as 

simple as that." 
"And you've still got a job for me to do," I said, knowing where 

this was headed. 
"You're smarter than you look, lad," a wide smile spread under the 

reddish scruff that had grown up since I last saw him. 
"So what makes you any different from Isaac?" 
"Well, for starters, I'm not a maniac hell-bent on bleeding this na-

tion clean of every man, woman and child who opposes him." A slow 
breeze ruffled the small tuft of reddish-blonde hair he had on top of 
his head. 

"And, secondly," he continued, "I have no intention of killing your 
sister." 

"But if I don't follow through?" 
"Then I still do what I can for Haley, but I can't promise Isaac 

won't come after you." 
"So what do you want me to do?"  
A gull skimmed the water ahead of us. 
"I've placed a map behind the commode near the office. The map 

marks the location of three other shooters." We both looked out across 
the channel as he talked. "One on the roof of the Scottish Provident 
Institution building that sits to the right of the square—that’s Eimes. 
He'll be in the tower on the point closest you. It'll be a hell of a shot. 
It's over eight hundred yards of rooftop, but I believe you can make it. 
Then there's that fucker in there—Turk,” he said as a barge manned 
by four men crept from under the bridge on our right. It was a rusted 
barn-door of wood and metal. Fifty-year-old yellow paint flaked off 
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of the side. The men at the front of the barge paced along the length of 
it between the piles of junk metal onboard.  

"Turk," he repeated. "Chechnya and Bosnia in the nineties, hiring 
himself to both sides of armed conflicts in Africa—places like Zim-
babwe, Congo, Nigeria, Somalia and recently taking his business to 
Afghanistan and Iraq. Isaac sure as hell didn't bring him along for eye 
candy.  

"He'll be shooting from the building directly across the street from 
the Orange Shop on Royal Avenue. That's the road that runs up from 
the square to where you'll be. You won't be able to hit him from your 
angle, so I'll take care of that bloke. 

"It's the two others I want you to concern yourself with. Franco—
he’s just a kid, but I hear he’s a hell of a shot. Devil of it is that I know 
his mark, but I don't know where he's shooting from. He'll be aiming 
for Fergus O’Slattery, the President of Sinn Fein. That's the political 
party sympathetic with our values, even though they don't support the 
‘RA's methods. If he makes that shot, then Isaac's man Deaglan Mol-
loy will step into power as the leader of that party. Isaac wants a total 
takeover, not just military. He wants a political arm too, in order to 
make his coming war legitimate. I don't know where Franco's going to 
be hiding, but you sure as feck better find him, boy, and put a bullet 
through his skull. After you've dealt with him, you've got the last 
shooter." His mouth tightened under his two-day beard. 

"Rory," I helped him out with it. 
"Rory," he said looking down and sighing. He glanced up. "Don't 

kill the little shite, Shirley, as much as he might deserve it. I still have 
hope for the lad." 

"So you want me to...what? Take him out for ice-cream and tell 
him what a bad boy he's been?" 

"Heh," he cracked a wide smile, "I didn't take you for a fudge 
nudger, but whatever your fancy is, I guess that's your prerogative." 
He patted me on the back. "No, Shirley. I think I can get to Rory, but I 
want you there in case things go badly. We can't let him fire his shot. 
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If he does, he'll put this whole city in an uproar. His mark is Hugh 
MacAleese, the Chief Constable—a Catholic, himself. You take out 
Eimes and Franco, then you make your way to Rory. Be fast, Shirley. 
He'll be over at the Hollybrook apartments on Rosemary. That's the 
one we visited the other day. There's no shot you can take from the 
crane, so you'll have to make your way down the street to it. The 
apartments are nearly two kilometers away, so don't waste any time," 
he said again.  

"If all goes well, you'll find my handsome face waiting for you at 
the door. Then maybe we can go out for ice cream if you like." A 
heavy hand patted me on the back, then rested there on my shoulder. 
“I’ll slip you a cell phone in the morning. When we’ve got Haley, I’ll 
message you. You take out Eimes and Franco and meet me at Holly-
brook. And Shirley, if I'm not there,” he paused, “Isaac will be in the 
Causeway Exchange building. It's the red brick building behind the 
City Hall at the corner. He won't stick around long when he realizes 
his plan's gone to hell." 

"I got it." 
"I know you do, lad," he said and shook my shoulder. "Now come 

on, let's get something to eat."  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Thirty

Dinner was a feast. 
Bernie had done it again, packing us up a few meals for our "three 

day fishing trip". There was no three-day fishing trip, of course, so we 
ate them all that night. Something about knowing you may be eating 
your last good meal makes all your taste buds come alive. 

The conversation was all false bravado and dirty jokes. I slid in a 
little roughly with a few of my own. I didn't want to chum it up too 
much and let them know something was up. It was hard not to laugh, 
though, when Rory told the one about the Swedish milkmaid and the 
Irish sheepdog. 

At some point in the meal, Rory was busting Paddy's balls about 
that girl he'd been seeing for a couple of weeks, Katherine McKleary. 

"You wet your wick yet, Paddy?" he said with a mouth full and a 
big smile on his face. 

"A gentleman doesn't discuss such things," Paddy said, over his 
plate, "but then, I don't see any gentlemen around this table," he 
looked up chuckling. 

"Ha!" Rory pointed at him with a corncob in his hand. We laughed 
with him. Rory yelled over the laughter. "Well, tell Miss McKleary if 
she ever wants to take the training wheels off and go for a ride with a 
real man, I'd be happy to oblige her. I'd give her a wile bit o' glackin, 
that one." 

Paddy laughed, but I could tell that stung him. There was no stop-
ping Rory. "Oh, would you be feeling left out? Don't worry, Pats, I'll 
let you watch. I'm sure you can pick up a thing or two, even in your 
old age." 
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I jumped in, "We'll be sure to give her your motel number the next 
time some of your Westie buddies have got you hanging by your 
balls. Maybe she'll come rescue you." 

The laughter died down fast. Rory snapped his head toward me. I'd 
burned him. The muscle in his neck twitched, sending a ripple 
through that horseshoe he had tattooed on it. He looked at me hard. 
Then he laughed—slowly at first, looking around at the other guys. 
They joined in as well. Isaac's hoarse voice scraped and wheezed with 
a low chuckle. 

"There's a boy, Shirley!" Rory leaned over and patted my face with 
a buttery hand. I laughed, myself, wiping my face with my sleeve. 

__ 

When dinner was over, I excused myself, tossed a paper plate into 
the trash bag at the end of the table and made a little trip to the bath-
room.  

I locked the door and checked behind the toilet for the map. My 
heart stopped for a second when I realized it wasn't there. I dropped to 
my knees and looked behind the tank, hoping nobody had gotten to it 
first. It was there—a small square folded up and taped to the lower 
left hand side. I peeled it off and unfolded it.  

The map showed the close-up of Belfast with Donegall Square at 
the bottom of it. The crane where I was going to be perched was 
starred at the top of the map. There were two X's. One was to the left 
of the square on the north corner of the Scottish Provident Institution 
building—that would be Eimes in the tower. Paddy was right. It was 
gonna be one hell of a shot.  

A road ran east to west across the top of the square. At the spot 
where the stage was, another road cut north and headed up the map 
towards the Hollybrook apartments. Almost halfway up that road, 
there was another X—Turk, in the loft with a sniper rifle. 

Just another block up that road, where Rosemary Street intercepted 
it, was an R—Rory. It was half a mile from where I was going to be, 
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at the top of the map. Back at the bottom of the map, below the square 
and to the left, was the Causeway Exchange building. Isaac would be 
there, watching the whole show go down. 

I tore the map up and flushed it, watching the scraps swirl down 
the drain. When I opened the door, Isaac was standing outside.  

"Taking the scenic route, eh, Shirley?" he cracked a smile. 
"Yeah," I tried a chuckle, "she's all yours now." 
"Oh, no need for that son. I was looking for you," he pulled a 

phone out of his jacket. "Thought you might want to have a chat with 
your sister before tomorrow." The speed dial hummed as his finger 
pressed the number eight. He held it out to me. "I'll be back in five 
minutes." 

I walked into the shadows behind the office. The phone glowed 
blue by my face. The ringing stopped, but there was no sound on the 
other end of the line. Then, I heard breathing—short, ragged wisps of 
air.  

I sat down on a crate. It creaked under me. I leaned with my el-
bows on my knees and rested my forehead on my palm. I closed my 
eyes. 

"Haley? Haley, are you hurt?" 
Nothing. 
"Jesus Christ, Haley, what did they do to you?" I lost my voice. I 

could feel the strain in it. Anger, fear, guilt, sorrow, all tugged at my 
vocal cords. Haley didn't say anything. There was a sound like a tight 
squeeze of air coming through her throat—as though she'd started to 
cry, but fought it. Her breath took a stutter step, and she exhaled. 

"Haley, I'm going to kill them. I'm gonna kill those bastards. 
Where are you, Haley? Tell me how to get to you?" 

Just her breathing—shallow, whimpering. 
"I'm sorry, Haley. I'm so sorry. I didn't know this was going to hap-

pen. I'm so sorry. I'm going to get you out of this, Haley. I promise. I 

!226



OWEN BANNER

promise you, I'm gonna get you home, and I'm going to kill the fuck-
ers who did this to you." 

She didn't say anything. I sat there for another minute or two with 
my head on the palm of my hand. My eyes watered, and my face 
clenched up. I couldn't believe how screwed up this had all gotten—
how badly I'd screwed it up. I couldn't bear to think about what those 
animals had done to Haley—what they would do to my little sister if I 
didn't come through on my end of the deal with Isaac.  

Is it worth taking the risk to trust Paddy to get to her before them? 
It seemed like a long shot. It seemed fucking impossible. I pressed the 
phone tighter against my face. My ear ached, but I didn't care. I 
strained to hear something, anything, from Haley to let me know that 
she was okay. All I could hear was her breathing through a mouth that 
was watered up the way it gets when you've been crying hard, uncon-
trollably. 

She sniffed and exhaled again. Through gritted teeth she said, 
"Fuck you, Shirley." The line went dead. That was the last thing my 
sister ever said to me.  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Thirty-One

I couldn't sleep. 
I laid awake in that bottom bunk for an hour. I couldn't close my 

eyes. When I did, I saw the faces of the dead clawing towards me. 
The dream always ended the same: the priest laying in a pool of his 
blood and brains, a cavity the size of a fist where his mouth should 
have been and wide eyes staring at the warehouse ceiling. Haley 
would crawl over his body, the front of her skull missing. The air in 
her throat hissed and gurgled as she came for me.  

I opened my eyes and tried to keep them open, staring at the under-
side of the bunk on top of me. Something about the way the screws 
held it together bothered me. They were drilled into the wood in every 
direction, leaving the beams splintered and warped. Their heads were 
ground down, and little flakes of metal shavings crusted around them. 
It made me wonder what kind of maniac put this thing together. It 
made me wonder if that maniac might be with my sister right at that 
moment, waiting to take a screwdriver to her.  

Staring at those boards and screws was almost as bad as the night-
mares—almost, but not quite. Still, after about an hour and thirty 
minutes, I couldn't take it. I got up and went out into the warehouse, 
where I could hear the guys talking. 

__ 

I found them under a haze of smoke at the tarp-covered crate Isaac 
had met with me at earlier. The old man wasn't there this time, neither 
was Paddy. It was just Rory, Eimes and Turk. Eimes saw me coming 
and offered an apology, "I'm sorry, lad. Did we disturb your beauty 
rest?" 
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"Nah, but your face did ruin my dinner," I came back. That got an 
"oh!" from the other guys at the table who slapped him on the arm and 
then waved me to sit down. 

"You play any cards, Shirley?" Turk asked. 
"That depends. What game are we talking about?" 
"Poker," Eimes said and popped a peanut in his mouth. 
"Hold’em," Rory clarified, “Texas Hold’em for you, Yanks.” 
"Yeah, I've played it once or twice." 
"You mean, like you've gone hunting with your pa once or twice?" 

Rory grinned. 
I laughed, "Yeah." I had once cleared four grand out of eight hun-

dred dollars down at Atlantic City in one night. 
"Fool me once, Shirley," Rory said, shaking his finger, "fool me 

once." He picked up the deck. "Well, let's see what cards the Yank's 
got up his sleeve this time, gentlemen," he said and started flipping 
the cards out with the ease of any dealer down in AC.  

"Small blind is five Euros. Big blind: ten," Turk said in a thick 
Australian accent. 

"I left my wallet in the room," I pushed up from the crate, my chair 
squealing under me. 

"That's alright, Shirley," Rory said, reaching into a small duffle be-
side him. He came up with a roll of bills wrapped in a rubber band. 
He tossed it across the table at me. "Besides, we wouldn't want you 
getting lost back there and forgetting to show up for work in the 
morning. I'll just put it on your tab." He grinned, picked up his smok-
ing cigar from the ashtray and pushed it between his teeth. 

The two other guys glanced up at me from behind their cards, curi-
ously, but they didn't say anything. 

"Small blind is five, ladies," Rory mumbled through his cigar, toss-
ing a few coins into the pot. "Are you in or are you in?" 

The sound of coins hitting other coins broke the silence as every-
body anted up. I laid down a ten-euro bill and looked at my cards. 
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Eight of diamonds and a ten of hearts. That's alright, I thought. 
"Before you came, Shirley, we were just getting into the hardest 

shots we've ever had to make," Rory dealt out the flop in the middle 
of the table: an eight of clubs, the Queen of diamonds and a seven of 
spades. "Eimes here says he's killed a Taliban warlord in a speeding 
Mercedes from five hundred yards away. Can you believe that bol-
locks?" 

I looked at Eimes. His shaved head glistened under the lamp. He 
had a smug, biggest, baddest bull at the rodeo look on his face. Some 
ash fell off his cigar and onto the table. It was his turn. He slid a brick 
red ten Euro bill into the center. 

"You were in Afghanistan?" I asked. 
I saw his bet. 
"Her Majesty’s Armed Forces." 
Turk, on my left, met the bet. 
Rory raised another five with a grin. 
"When?" I asked Eimes. 
“Two thousand five to two thousand seven. That's when I said, 

'fuck it, I'm not dying for this shite! Not unless I get paid a whole lot 
of money'." He laughed at the end.  

He met Rory's five-euro raise. The rest of us did the same. Rory 
dealt out the next card: the turn. It was a jack of spades. Turk's mus-
tache twitched. 

Eimes kept going, "Got myself out and found another employer 
who truly appreciated my unique set of skills. Then I went back in, 
but that time it was battles of my own choosing."  

We all met the ten Euro raise that Turk started. 
"No ninny-arsed, breast-feeding, brigadier general walking me into 

a Jihadi surprise party. I kill who I want, when I want and how I want 
to. That last part appeals to me especially," he grinned wickedly. 
"Keeps things interesting." 
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Rory dealt the next card: the river. Ten of clubs. So far I had two 
pair: eights and tens. I raised by five. Turk folded. 

"What were you doing in the British military in the first place?" I 
asked Eimes. "Isn't that who we're going up against tomorrow?" 

"That's a good question, Shirley. One I've been wondering myself," 
Rory chimed in with mock enthusiasm. 

"Long story, lot of pussy," Eimes grumbled, scratching the scar un-
der his lip. 

Rory laughed hard, and I did too. 
"Now that's a story I'd be interested in hearing!" Rory pounded the 

table and leaned back in his chair. 
Eimes dropped a twenty into the pot. Rory came down on the 

chair's front legs with a slow wave of a twenty Euro bill that he laid 
on top of Eimes'. I folded. I wasn't about to jump into the ring with 
Rory over two pair. 

Rory put down two tens to add to the ten of clubs already on the 
table. Eimes flipped his cards: king of clubs and nine of hearts. That 
gave him a straight, nine through king. 

"Shite!" Rory shouted and started gathering up the cards. Eimes 
chuckled to himself and raked in one hundred and ninety five Euros. I 
guess that's around two hundred and fifty dollars. 

"Well, it was just one girl in particular," Eimes started. "Her name 
was Eloise. Redhead, fiery, she was Australian actually. I joined Her 
Majesty's Army to get away from her." He looked across the crate at 
Turk, who was smiling, one arm across his chest, his other holding a 
cigar up to his mouth. 

"Is that a fact?" Turk asked, his accent coming out clear. He snort-
ed and shook his head, the smoke of his cigar pumping out his nos-
trils.  

Eimes dealt out the next hand.  

!231



HINDSIGHT

Turk puffed his cigar, "Well, I couldn't blame a fella for signing his 
own death wish over an Aussie lass. Those women will drive you 
mad." He emphasized the last three words with all seriousness.  

Eimes laughed. 
I looked at my cards: queen of diamonds and four of spades. An-

other queen, an ace and a deuce sat in the flop at the center. There 
were some possibilities.  

"Where in Australia was she from?" Turk leaned forward. 
Queen of spades. I dropped a ten into the pot. 
"Alice Springs." 
"A jillaroo? It all makes sense now!" Turk rocked back in his chair. 

"Expert trackers, those lasses. They'll find you and heaven help you 
when they do." He tipped his finger at Eimes like a grandfather giving 
some lifesaving advice. 

Eimes laid down the last card: ten of diamonds. Everyone was still 
in, so I raised the bet to twenty Euros. Nobody flinched. Maybe I 
made a bad move. Rory raised the bet again. Eimes folded. I stayed 
in. So did Turk. 

"So what happened to her?" I asked Eimes, noticing a band of 
white skin on his ring finger. 

"Didn't you hear the man, Shirley?" he gestured at Turk. "She 
found me!"  

Laughter erupted. Rory almost spit out his whiskey, falling forward 
in his chair and pounding the table. 

"I knew it! I knew it!" Turk shouted, pointing his finger at Eimes. 
"She's at home with my boy and girls, the little bastards," he grum-

bled, but I could tell he didn't mean it. 
"Okay, ladies," Rory said, laying down his cards, "enough teasing, 

just show us yer diddies already."  
He had a pair of aces and tens. 
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I laid out my queen and four. With the two queens already on the 
table, I had a trio. 

"Damn, Shirley," Rory said, excited. 
I turned to Turk. He tossed his two cards, both tens, into the center 

of the table with a shrug. I won—a two hundred fifty Euro pot. The 
night was looking up. 

"Alright, enough about Eimes. I believe his life is pretty much 
over." 

"Don't talk to me. I know it." 
"Shirley, let's hear your story," Rory managed to get out between 

laughs. 
"What's the question?" 
"Your hardest shot, mate," Turk offered. 
I dealt the cards. 
"Hardest shot or hardest kill?" 
"What's the difference?" Rory asked, impatiently. 
"One's about skill. The other's about what it takes to pull that trig-

ger when the moment comes, and what it does to you afterwards." 
"Hardest kill then," Turk said. 
The face of that little Afghani boy screamed into my mind. "Prob-

ably a twelve point buck I shot from one hundred yards." 
A look of surprise and disappointment spread around the makeshift 

table. 
"With a revolver," I finished. 
The two mercs perked up, obviously impressed. Rory wasn't, 

though. 
I lifted my cards with my thumb. Ace of clubs and an eight of 

spades. An eight of clubs and an ace of spades sat in the center of the 
table. I laughed to myself. If you don't play cards, you'd think I had a 
pretty good hand. But if you've sat at enough poker tables you might 
know that the hand I was holding, aces and eights, is called a "dead 
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man's hand". It's the hand that Wild Bill Hickok was holding when he 
was shot in the back. Lucky for me, I'm not the superstitious type.  

"Still sticking with that story, are you?" Rory pressed. "This muck-
er here pours out his touching and yet timeless ballad of love reunited, 
and you think you can get by with some bollocks tale about a deer and 
a lucky shot. Come on, Shirley. You can do better than that." 

I forgot about my hand and took a sip of whiskey. Sweet, thick and 
with a little taste of vanilla, it warmed the back of my throat. "This is 
good whiskey," I said, lifting up the glass to look at it in the lamp-
light. 

"Knappogue Castle nineteen-fifty-one,” Rory pushed the bottle 
over to me. "Only the finest from Isaac for lads at their finest hour." 

I refilled my glass and took another swig.  
"The boy was fourteen years old," I started into it. "We were clean-

ing up at the end of Iraqi freedom." 
Eimes chuckled. I ignored him and went on. 
"We rolled into a town close to Akbarkheyl, in the Shahi Kot 

Mountains of northern Afghanistan. Intel said someone in town had 
info on an underground railroad for insurgents going through the 
province. I was a Cavalry Scout, Hundred-ninety-fourth Armored, 
Blackjack Troop. My team and I were just there to rendezvous with 
the informer. We let the Marine boys we were in convoy with do the 
heavy lifting—going door to door and searching homes."  

I took another sip and let it settle. 
"This town exploded. We were the eighth humvee back when the 

one in front of us blew into the air. Bullets started thumping into met-
al. Two or three Marines went down just trying to get out of the col-
umn. I heard the boys jump on their fifty cals and start lighting up 
those sons of bitches. An RPG blasted into another humvee thirty feet 
ahead of us. It was a deathtrap. Hajjis were crawling all over the 
roofs, running down alleyways, using women and children as human 
shields. One lady screamed to the right as a bullet caught her in the 
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shoulder and slammed her into the wall. A marine ran to help her. He 
was gunned down by a sniper from a third story window on our left.  

"I popped smoke under the humvee, and we headed for cover to 
the left. We stacked up against the back entrance to the building the 
sniper was in and kicked the door down. 

"I heard screams and saw a woman and five kids huddled under-
neath the staircase in front of us. A boy, about thirteen or fourteen, 
with wide, brown eyes and close-cropped hair was laying over his sis-
ters and his momma. They all looked back at us as we cleared the 
room. The bloody pulp of a man laid at the foot of the stairs with an 
AK in his hand. He'd taken two fifty cal rounds to the chest and been 
blown across the room from the ground floor window he was shooting 
from. 

"We stepped over him and took the stairs. Jerry, one of my team-
mates, was on point. We hit the second floor and three shots popped 
off from Jerry's M4. I came up the last step behind Mike and saw two 
more bodies. Mike went straight for the door to an adjoining room. 
Jerry took the balcony to flank. The stairs went up another flight to 
the roof. We knew the sniper was still up there, but me and the last 
guy, Chris, waited. We stacked up behind Mike. He nudged the door 
open and a spray of bullets went past us. We heard a small tink, yells; 
then a blast rocked the room and threw the door off its hinges. Jerry 
shouted 'Clear!' from the other side of the room. Chris and I took the 
stairs.  

"The rifle shots were getting louder. Then they stopped. We held 
up at the top behind the door to the roof. Chris trained his gun at 
where the shooter was going to be. I took off my helmet, pushed the 
door open slowly and tossed it. A shot rang out, thumping my helmet 
into the wall beside us and revealing the shooter. Chris fired and took 
him out. The man slumped down beside the ledge, dropping a 
Druganov sniper rifle. Another rifle shot cracked off, and Chris fell 
backwards down the stairs. I scoped in and saw the shooter, three 
rooftops ahead of us. A bullet slammed into the doorpost on my right, 
making a loud pop and spraying me with bits of cinderblock. I 
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flinched, but recovered fast enough to get a shot off before he could 
fire again. The bullet took him in the forehead. I stayed in my scope 
and yelled back for Chris. He grunted. Jerry said, 'He's alright. Just 
got the wind knocked out of him'."  

I looked down at my glass of whiskey, swirling in my hand. "That 
was before the military started to cut spending and swapped out our 
Kevlar tac-vests for cooking aprons." 

Turk chuckled.  
"Anyway, the three of 'em came up past me while I stayed on 

watch. They sprinted over the roof and jumped across the four-foot 
gap to the next one. I followed.  

"I'd just cleared the jump when I heard somebody shout behind me. 
I took cover behind a low ledge and looked back. It was that boy from 
downstairs. I guess that sniper Chris had gunned down had been his 
father. The little boy hugged him, then stood back and yelled some-
thing, shaking his dad's face. I watched him for a second, then turned 
to leave.  

"Out of the corner of my eye, I caught sight of the boy moving. I 
looked back and saw him staring in my direction. Our eyes met. We 
stood there, looking at each other. Tears ran down his face, but he just 
stared at me, blankly. Without a change in his expression, he reached 
down for the Druganov. I held up my hand and shook my head at him. 
He hefted it up anyway." 

"'Kid, put it down!' I yelled in Pashto, pointing to the ground. He 
didn't. It was heavy for him, but he knew what to do with it. He 
shouldered it and lowered his head to look down the scope. 

"I yelled, 'No!' 
"He pulled the trigger. The gun rocked. The bullet missed me by an 

inch, but instinct and training had already kicked in, and I had him in 
my sights. There's always a moment before you fire when reality sets 
in. You know what you're about to do is permanent, and there's no tak-
ing it back. We looked at each other through our scopes. I knew, in 
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that moment, it was either him or me, and I didn't want to die. It didn't 
have anything to do with the mission. I just wanted to live.  

"I put two in his chest. The Druganov clattered to the ground. He 
fell back and curled sideways as he hit the floor. I lowered my gun to 
my side and stood there, watching his little chest rise and fall as he 
bled out. His head rolled to the side. A little fear crept into his face, 
but his expression didn't change much. He just looked at me with 
those wide, brown eyes. He coughed once, blood trickling out his 
mouth. His fingers twitched. Then he died."  

I finished and looked up from my glass of whiskey. Eimes was 
staring into his. Rory was leaning back in his chair, hand holding his 
cigar in his mouth. The tip of it glowed angrily. Turk was propped up 
by his forearms over the crate. I couldn't make out his expression—
whether he was disgusted, felt sorry for me or was just confused about 
why I told that story in the first place.  

Truth was, I had a feeling that no matter how it went down, I was 
going to die the next day. I felt like I ought to confess something. 
These guys were about as far as you could get from priests, but they 
were all I had at that moment. 

"Sounds like the little bugger got what was coming to him," Rory 
said, matter-of-factly.  

I glared at him.  
"Whoa there, mate," Turk put his hand on my shoulder. "What 

Rory's trying to say is that you did the best you could in the situation. 
The kid didn't give you a way out. No one could blame you for that," 
Turk said calmly, his eyes wide, letting me know he understood me. 

"Pure truth," Rory said, "what's that saying you have? 'You mess 
with the bull, you get the horns'." He tucked his middle and ring fin-
ger under his thumb and pointed out his index and pinkie, making the 
bull.  

Blood pounded in my ears. I fought the urge to shove away from 
the table and break off both of those fingers. It could wait. I couldn't 
do anything to mess this up, not with Haley's life hanging on it. 
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"Rory," Turk snapped at him. "That's plenty." 
I glanced at Eimes. He still hadn't looked up. I brought my eyes 

back to Rory. "Deal the cards, motherfucker," I said. 
About an hour later, I crawled into my bunk. The guys had cleaned 

me out. I not only owed Rory a broken nose, but about a thousand 
dollars as well. He offered to spot me another grand, but I didn't see 
any end to that losing streak. That Kenny Rogers song was playing in 
my head: 

"You gotta know when to hold 'em. 
Know when to fold 'em. 
Know when to walk away. 
Know when to run." 

It was time to walk away from the table. Running from this situa-
tion again wasn't an option. I laid down thinking about what the guys 
had said. 

"The kid didn't give you a way out." That was true. I didn't have to 
kill him, though. It just came naturally, but I had that moment just be-
fore I pulled the trigger. I didn't have to kill him. You might say, "but 
he would have grown up to be a card-carrying terrorist anyway." 
Yeah, but that doesn't give you an excuse to kill a child.  

I let the little boy's face drift away and closed my eyes. I needed to 
rest. I needed to forget. Thanks to a little help from my friends at 
Knappogue Castle, I was out before I knew it.  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Thirty-Two

No nightmares that night. 
No zombies, ghosts, or boogeymen. Just deep, velvety blackness. I 

woke with a couple quick slaps to the face. 
"Wakey, wakey, Sleeping Beauty," I heard Rory say before my 

eyes were adjusted. "Time to rise, shine and give God the glory." 
I took a glance at the clock on the wall. 4:30. Four hours of pure, 

uninterrupted sleep was pretty good for what I'd been getting. I un-
locked my tongue from the roof of my mouth and realized how bad I 
needed to brush my teeth. 

The rest of the guys were up and getting dressed around the small 
room. "You missed a hell of a comeback, last night, Shirley," Eimes 
said, pulling on his shirt. "Turk rallied to take both me and Rory out 
in one hand." 

"No shit?" I looked at Turk. 
He shrugged, "Let's hope that luck carries over today." 
"Luck has nothin’ to do with it," Rory said over my shoulder. 
"More than you think," Turk replied. 
"Well, good job in any case," I said, turning to walk out of the 

room. I threw my thumb back over my shoulder at Rory and finished, 
"I'm just glad you took it away from this son of a bitch." The guys 
laughed. 

"Oh yeah, Shirley, I'm gonna need to collect that grand you owe 
me just in case things don't go so well for you today," Rory called af-
ter me, teasing. 

"I'll pay you when this is over," I yelled back, then walked through 
the office, toothbrush and paste in hand, to the bathroom. The floor 
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was cold on my bare feet. I thumbed the bristles of the brush in my 
right hand, squeezing the tube of toothpaste in my palm as I did. The 
bathroom door opened with a creak, and I shut it behind me. There 
was a small, incandescent lamp over the mirror glowing already, so I 
didn't bother flicking on the cold fluorescent bulb. I just wanted to be 
alone for a second.  

I took a piss, then squeezed a little toothpaste on my brush. Oh, 
hell, I thought and squeezed out a little more. What am I saving it for 
anyway? I slid the bristles into my mouth and started brushing. The 
cool peppermint took the place of the nasty morning-after taste of 
whisky and cigars. I made a second pass around my mouth and then 
rinsed it out. My hands cupped under the sink and brought a splash of 
cold water up onto my face. I grabbed the bar of soap, which smelled 
a little too much like bleach, but decided to go for it anyway.  

Bent over the sink, soap covering my eyes, I had the feeling that 
someone was behind me. I kept expecting a plastic bag to snap over 
my head. I washed off my face and stared into the mirror—no one 
else. Water dripped down my cheeks and off my nose. I waited for my 
face to change into my pa's or my dad's or that old watchmaker's. 
Nothing happened. It was strange. I felt empty without those visions, 
or daydreams, whatever you'd call them.  

I chose to think about the day ahead. I had to keep the possibility 
open that I was going to pull the trigger on Father Briggs. If Paddy 
didn't get to me in time, it might be the only way to save Haley. Nine 
forty-five—that was the deadline. If I didn't get word from Paddy be-
fore then, I'd have to go through with Isaac's plan. I knew the conse-
quences. I knew what I could be doing to this country and doing to 
my soul, but I couldn't bear the thought of what those men would do 
to Haley. I heard her last words again in my head, "Fuck you, 
Shirley." I closed my eyes and saw her face, sweat plastering her hair 
over her forehead, fear tugging at the corners of her mouth.  

I squeezed my eyes tight and re-imagined Haley sitting in Aunt 
Winnie's living room as I walked in with Shamis. She smiled as she 
stepped out of the kitchen. She tackled Shamis to the carpet. Then she 

!240



OWEN BANNER

got up to give me a tight hug in her oversized Temple sweatshirt that 
smelled too much like men's cologne. 

I opened my eyes before the other image of Haley could come 
back. I didn't know what was going to happen, but one thing was for 
sure: I was going to have to kill somebody today. At least that was 
something I’m good at.  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Thirty-Three

"Listen up, lads," Isaac croaked. 
"You each know your locations and your target. Keep that to your-

self. The strike time is ten o'clock. The word is 'Inheritance'. These are 
dirty deeds—some more than others," he looked across the crate at 
me, "but some dirty deeds must be done to wash this country clean. 
Once you've taken your shots, proceed to these locations." He handed 
each of us a piece of paper. "You'll have a ride waiting for you there."  

I unfolded my paper. 7 Southwell Street. 
"Any questions?" 
"Yeah," I raised my hand, feeling like I was in kindergarten. 
"You don't have to raise your hand, Shirley," Isaac smiled. Rory 

laughed. 
"Where are the guns?"  
The men all nodded that they were thinking the same thing. Isaac 

addressed all four of us, "Your weapons will be waiting for you on 
location. Each gun was chosen specifically for the demands of your 
shot and based on your history with the weapon." 

"You want us to make these shots cold-bore on a weapon that 
hasn't even been calibrated yet?" I asked. 

"Each weapon has been calibrated for the exact distance you'll be 
shooting from. Any other questions?" 

"Yeah," Rory said, pocketing a set of brass knuckles, "when do we 
quit asking questions and get stuck into this?" 

The guys chuckled. 
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"I like your enthusiasm, Rory," Isaac husked. "Gentlemen, best of 
luck to you. If you'll follow your lovely escorts, I'll look forward to 
seeing you tonight." 

Eimes jumped in, "With another bottle of Knappogue!" 
Five thick looking men stepped in from the doorway behind us. 
"With a bottle for each of you," Isaac replied. 
My escort was not a platinum blonde from the Netherlands named 

"Sveta" and definitely wasn't interested in any "tender loving". He 
was a bulldog of a man, who, judging by his cauliflower ears and a 
nose that had been broken one or seven times, either played a lot of 
rugby or did a lot of wrestling. The only service he was interested in 
performing for me was making sure I did my job. I don't know if he 
was there more to protect me or threaten me. Probably a little of both. 
Isaac introduced him as "Mickey" before we all walked out of the 
warehouse and into the cool, damp, morning air. 

__ 

I looked past the bridge to the right. There was an hour before sun-
rise, but the horizon was lightening up. With the thick fog in the air, 
the day's light looked like a rusty orange smear across the dark blue 
night sky. Ahead of us, at the edge of the gravel lot and the river, a 
separate car was waiting for each shooter and his escort. The roofs of 
the cars glistened with condensation. Looking past them, I could see 
the vague structures of Belfast, like the black bones of a city about to 
be broken. Paddy was waiting for me at our car. 

"Shirley," he smiled weakly and gave me a tight hug. There was a 
shift of weight in my jacket, as though he'd dropped something into 
my pocket. He released me and put one hand on the back of my neck, 
the other on the side of my face. "You'll do well," he said, patting me 
on the cheek. I looked into his eyes. They were blue and clear, but his 
face looked tired. He nodded and gave me a grunt of approval, then 
looked down, nodded again and opened the door for me. I wanted to 
ask him about Haley, to find out if she was safe, if he could get to her 
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in time. Isaac and Sleepy walked up behind me before I could think of 
how to start. "They're all set," Paddy said over my shoulder to Isaac. 
"Weapons delivered and locations secured." 

"Good," Isaac said hoarsely. "I'll need you to take a second pass 
over the extraction points before you meet me." 

"I'll do it." 
I got into the car. Paddy turned to me, holding the door open, 

"Shirley, I'll see you tonight." 
"Yeah, see you then," I searched his face for any sign of hope that 

he'd gotten Haley out. There was nothing there. He shut the door and 
walked away with Isaac, who turned back and nodded at me. 

We crossed the river, taking the bridge that had been to the right of 
the warehouse. Each car traveled at a different speed, staying under 
the limit, though, so that we could avoid an early morning chat with 
our friendly neighborhood law enforcement. The taillights of two of 
the cars, Rory's and Eimes’, vanished into the mist ahead of us, glow-
ing back at us like two red eyes. 

"So, Mickey, you into rugby or somethin'?" I tried to start a con-
versation with the big man in the front. 

"No." 
"You a wrestler?" 
"No. Why?" 
"Well, I was just-" I started to point at my ear and changed my 

mind. "Uh, forget it." I swear I saw him grin. I noticed a tattoo on the 
back of his neck. It looked like some sort of coat of arms. It was a 
shield with three sections. A bail of hay sat at the bottom. Above that, 
the shield was split in half: green and orange. In the center of it, a 
black horse crossed over an AK-47. There was a tiny sliver of a scar 
running through it. Maybe it was from a knife fight, maybe spinal 
surgery, maybe he cut himself shaving. Who knew with this guy? 

"You work around here?" I asked. 
"No." 
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"You married?" 
"No." 
"But you’re into women, right?" 
He started to say, "No,” then caught himself and looked at me in 

the mirror. It was my turn to grin. I gave up on the rich conversation I 
was having and turned my head to look out the window.  

We glided through the city in the fog like ghosts. Mickey wound 
between the buildings. Every few streets I noticed police setting up a 
roadblock, the lights on their cruisers screaming silently into the 
brightening predawn through the fog.  

We stopped at a red light, and I glanced to the left. There were 
three posters advertising the morning's event. "Celebration of Peace," 
they read in big block letters, then showed the faces of a mother and 
her daughter with little North Ireland flags painted on their cheeks. 
The bill listed the names of bands and performers that would be there. 
At the bottom, it showed a lineup of the political and community fig-
ures that were attending. I scanned them over.  

Mayor Breandan De Barra, Chief Constable Hugh MacAleese, 
Sinn Fein President Fergus O’Slattery, U.K. Ambassador to the Re-
public of Ireland, Terry Hamill. Featuring special music by the Bal-
lymena Boys, the Rasharkin Defenders and the Golf Country Blue-
grass Banshees.  

My eyes finally rested on Father Eamon Briggs. He sat in the shot, 
slightly hunched, looking kind and pious.  

A flash of blue clanged through the car. I looked right and noticed 
a cop cruiser had pulled up beside us at the light. Mickey had glanced 
over at him too. The cop motioned for us to roll down the window. 
Mickey hit the button, and it began to whir open. 

"You fellas aren't up to no good are you?" 
The smell of wet fumes entered the car. 
Mickey laughed. "No sir." 
"Are you headin' downtown or what?" 
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"No sir, just passin' through heading north to Newtownabbey." 
Sure, you'll talk to him, I thought. 
"You gents won't be attending the festivities?" he said with a little 

surprise. 
"Unfortunately, no. I couldn't beg off work." 
The cop looked puzzled. "They've declared today a no-work holi-

day," he said. 
Gotcha. 
I watched Mickey's shoulder move slightly, and I heard the faint 

click of him opening his holster. For a split second, I thought this was 
all going to be over before it even started. 

"I'm a private driver," Mickey said. "My employer needed me to 
fetch a guest of his," he pointed his thumb back at me. "International 
business client or something or other, he finished. 

"Sounds like your employer is a right bastard." 
You got that right, I thought. 
Mickey chuckled, "Well, I guess I could say the same for you, hav-

ing to work on a no-work holiday yourself." 
The cop laughed and shook his head, "You have no idea." 
From where I was sitting, I could see the edge of Mickey's gun, a 

Beretta 9 mm, laying on his lap. 
The light turned green. 
"Where you from, lad?" the cop asked me, raising his voice to get 

to the back seat. 
"America," I yelled back. 
"Ah, a Yank. And what business brings you to this fine city?” 
“Import-export,” I said, “I manage our Atlantic shipping lines.” 
“I see. Well, you two have a good day, and if you have the time, 

you should try to make it down for the celebration. It's looking to be 
quite a show." 
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"We'll do," I called up.  
The show? I thought. We are the show. Right here. And you're miss-

ing it. I wanted to tell him what was about to go down—to tell him to 
shoot this guy in the face and go find my sister. 

"Thank you officer," Mickey said.  
The cop's car started forward, and he turned off to the right. We 

passed under the light as it turned yellow. My stomach twisted into a 
knot while I watched the cop drive away. 

"Quick thinking," I said. 
Mickey just stared at the road and grunted. His hand buttoned his 

holster and returned to drum the wheel, nervously. 
__ 

The rest of the ride was quiet. Mickey made a few extra twists and 
turns to make sure we weren't being followed. When he was con-
vinced we didn't have a tail, he straightened up our course, and we 
cruised on toward the crane. We pulled up to the chain link fence that 
bordered the lot. It was covered in tarps advertising the luxury apart-
ments they were building. Mickey slid the fence back, and we drove 
into the lot. The smoothness of the road was broken up by the raw, 
reddish dirt that our tires bounced over. Mickey parked the car behind 
a green tent to the right.  

We got out with dust still swirling past the car. Ahead of us was a 
sixty by eighty foot pit. On the other side of it, the crane towered up 
into the fog. The arm of the crane was barely visible. It stretched over 
us, past the green tent and toward a brick red building on the other 
side of the lot. I remembered Mom telling me the story of Jack and 
the Beanstalk with a pop-up book before bedtime. 

"Fee-fi-fo-fum," I said under my breath. 
"I smell the blood of an Englishman," Mickey finished, smiling a 

little and walking past me towards the crane.  
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The sun had crested the buildings to the east, so we didn't waste 
any time getting up the ladder, which was slick with the morning dew. 
At the top, Mickey opened the door to the operator's cab, and we both 
ducked inside.  

It was bigger than any crane cabin I had ever seen. All the controls 
were pretty much the same, except for a few extra knobs and levers. I 
had always been into cranes as a kid. On the construction yard in Jer-
sey, I had worked a little bit as a rigger for Pete, who ran one of ours. 
That just meant I made sure the cables were secured before he picked 
up a load. He took me up a couple of times and showed me how to 
work the thing. Pete would have loved this one. 

I scanned the horizon. The city lay in the fog. The hills sat in the 
distance with the sunrise behind them. I heard the sound of a large 
tool chest being opened and looked behind me to see Mickey lifting 
an M24A3 Sniper Weapon System out of a compartment in the floor. 
He handed it to me, then turned and replaced the grate over the mess 
of tools and cables. The M24 was a thing of beauty. A twenty-four 
inch, hardened chromium, stainless steel barrel met with an HS Preci-
sion Series 2000 stock. The whole unit was black as midnight. It had a 
flash suppressor, but not a sound suppressor. I figured they thought 
the crowd at the stage and the traffic on the highway behind us would 
drown out the sound of my gunshot, especially at almost mile away. 
Either that or Isaac never planned on giving me a way out. Maybe I 
was just the scapegoat, and the whole thing was just supposed to fall 
on me. 

I realized I'd zoned out and looked back over the gun. A Picatinny 
rail bumped along the top of the barrel. Mounted on the rail was a Le-
upold Mk 4 M1LR/T 8.5–25×50mm scope. A scope like that would 
make a hair on a rabbit’s ass at two hundred yards look like a sequoia. 
A sticky note on the side said that the scope was already calibrated for 
my distance, height and ammo, but that I’d have to figure in the 
windage. The exact distance to the podium was one thousand two 
hundred and thirty two yards. Isaac had done his homework. Having 
the gun in my hand was like sitting down for beers with an old friend.  
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Then the faces came at me again. The Arab boy, the truck driver, 
the zombie ballerina, the African mother and her child, and Haley all 
rushed at me in a flash—their teeth, broken shards in their mouths. I 
squeezed my eyes shut and forced them out of my mind. 

When I opened them again, Mickey was staring at me funny. I ig-
nored him and slid open a window that faced towards Donegall 
Square. There were two stools and a bench set up in the cabin. Mick-
ey grabbed one, leaving me the other and the bench for the M24. I 
took my stool, popped out the bipod and laid the M24 on the bench in 
front of the window. Mickey pulled his into the corner near the con-
trols. I slid the bolt action back and took a look at the ammo they’d 
loaded in there for me—.338 Lapua Magnum rounds. That would 
push my range up to a mile, but with the scope, I could put a bullet 
inside a one-foot spread at a mile and a half—if I had some more time 
to warm up. I didn’t have time. I was still cold, rusty. I didn’t trust my 
edge.  

I popped the cap on the scope and lowered my eye to the lens. All I 
could see were corners of buildings and a few car lights that seared 
through the fog. How the hell are we supposed to shoot through this? 
I asked myself for about the eighth time since we’d crossed the 
bridge. 

"This is gonna be loud. Are there any earplugs in that chest?" I 
asked Mickey. 

He stood up off his stool and bent over the floor compartment. I 
reached into my pocket for what Paddy had left in it. I pulled out a 
cell phone, checked the messages—empty. I set the phone on silent 
and tucked it under my leg. 

"Only one pair," Mickey said, tapping my arm with a bulky set of 
headphones. 

"Thanks," I said, taking them and settling them around my neck. 
"I'll let you know when I'm about to take the shot so you can cover 
your ears." 

Mickey made a macho grunt and sat back down onto his stool. 
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"I'm just gonna-," I pulled the earphones off my neck and placed 
them over my head, "unless you wanted to talk?" I joked.  

The corner of his mouth pulled up a little bit, but he fought the 
smile into a scowl. He pulled out his own cell to check in with Isaac.  

I dropped the earphones over my ears. Silence swallowed silence. 
The sound of an endless ocean wave meeting the shore swept into my 
ear canal, washed over my brain and continued out the other side. 
Then it came back and did it again and again until I'd tuned it out. I 
looked left to see the crane stretching out a bony arm. It almost 
touched the building across the lot from us. Below it sat the green tent 
and our car. Halfway between the tent and us, the lifting hook dan-
gled. Motionless, it hung from three cables, forty feet below the crane 
and a hundred feet from the ground. I thought about my dad—fishing 
with him. I looked away from the crane and back to the city in front 
of me. The sun had been rising steadily and was now shooting bars of 
gold between buildings and down city streets. The fog was clearing a 
little. I still couldn't make out Donegall Square. I checked a watch that 
Isaac had given me the night before. 6:47. The show would start at 
nine.  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Thirty-Four

By eight forty-five, the sun had burned up the fog. 
A few wispy clouds hung in the sky high above, but down on earth 

the air was as clear as a nun's conscience. I had watched the dome of 
City Hall creep out of the mist while the spires of the Scottish Provi-
dent Institution emerged to the right of it. I moved my left leg over 
slightly to see if I'd gotten a message from Paddy—no message, just 
the home screen with an image of a golden retriever rolling around in 
a field of daisies. I missed Shamis—and pizza, for some reason. There 
was this one place near my house, Il Amore di Italia. Their vegetables 
were fresh, pepperoni was crisp, and their dough itself was seasoned 
with seven different herbs and spices. I could do with a pizza and a 
beer, I thought. I could do with being back home right now.  

I had taken the headphones off by then. I moved my leg back over 
the phone and laid my cheek down on the stock of the gun. Past the 
spire of the Belfast Cathedral, over a few roofs and between a set of 
heating vents, I could see the stage being given a last pass as the cele-
bration began. Security personnel roamed, talking into their cufflinks 
and lapels. Sound technicians scurried around like rats on all fours, 
moving the podium and adjusting mic wires. The two celebrities Isaac 
had mentioned were talking back and forth to the crowd and each oth-
er. From where I was, I had a straight shot at the podium and two 
rows of chairs that were seated to the stage's left. That's where Father 
Briggs would be sitting. 

It was every inch of the range that was written on the sticky note, 
maybe a little more. The twenty-five-power scope I was using helped, 
but it was touchy. Any little twitch moved the crosshairs twenty feet. I 
could see why they’d given the job to me. 
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I pulled my eye out of the scope and nudged the barrel to the right, 
lining it up with the spires of the Scottish Provident Institution. It was 
then that I realized I had a problem. The tip of the spires popped up 
behind a row of laundry that a heavyset woman in her underwear was 
stringing up two roofs in front of them. She pinned up a bra with cups 
the size of football helmets, then a lacy thong, which I didn’t want to 
imagine her wearing. She worked her way right, towards Eimes' tow-
er, clipping a pillowcase, a T-shirt and two more pairs of underwear: 
one leopard printed, the other, tiger. I shuddered. Her rolls of fat jig-
gled as she took each step, the meat of her ass and legs tried to escape 
from the tight pink panties she had on. She was singing something. I 
couldn’t tell what the tune was from reading her lips, but she put her 
hand to her chest and then swept it out to the city in a big finish to 
whatever song she was belting.  

Well, at least she’s happy, I thought. 
She took a bow, pushing the folds of her belly into her thighs, then 

picked up the laundry basket and went back inside. I breathed a sigh 
of relief. 

To the right of the tiger-print panties, I saw the arched opening 
within the spire that Eimes was going to be shooting from. There was 
movement on the inside against the pillar. I upped the zoom on the 
scope. After the fog had cleared, there was barely any humidity. That 
was good—it was good until the lady stepped in front of my scope 
again. Her ass filled the lens, pink panties straining to hold on to the 
beast they were riding. When she moved away, the view was a bright 
pink, flowery pattern. I lifted my eye from the scope and saw a new 
pink, flowery bed sheet dangling from the line. 

Shit. 
I turned my attention back to the stage. Then, out of curiosity, I 

tracked to the corner apartment right across the street from the Orange 
shop, where Turk would be shooting from. 

There was a gauzy lace curtain blocking the window, but I could 
still see through it. Because of my height, I could only catch the sight 
of a leg and boot kneeling on the floor. It was a left leg. I had picked 
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up on Turk being a left-hander last night while we were playing cards. 
I wasn't worried about him. He was Paddy's problem. There was still 
the third shooter and Rory. 

I scanned back towards the stage. A row of trees lined the park, 
separating it from the street that ran around it. Above and behind it 
was City Hall with figurines twisting out of its columns and arch-
ways. Every window on that building was closed. There was the Scot-
tish Provident Institution that faced it from the right and a row of 
square-topped buildings that faced it from the left. Two snipers were 
on the roof of those buildings. They watched the crowd, holding their 
guns to their chests. They weren't ours. I scanned the rows of win-
dows below their feet to the ground. A few were opened, but there 
wasn't a shooter I could see.  

The cops had blocked off the street, so no cars were moving when 
my scope found the bottom floor. People had begun to crowd into the 
square. A mom with a curly blonde-haired girl in a stroller rolled past, 
walking beside her husband who had a grinning little boy on his 
shoulders. I tracked back across the Ferris wheel and onto the green 
lawn in front of the stage.  

Could the shooter be in the crowd? I thought to myself. If that's the 
case, the snipers on the roof will take care of him.  

There was movement at the columns behind the stage and a line of 
dignitaries started to file out, flanked by their security detail. Father 
Briggs was the fourth one out the door. He walked slowly, a calm 
smile on his face. He chatted with Hugh MacAleese, who kept pace 
beside him. They took the steps up to the stage, and I left them to scan 
the rest of the area.  

I quickly traced the Scottish Provident Institution building at the 
right. I knew that Eimes was on the top spire, but I couldn't spot any-
one else who looked suspicious. There was a green awning at the bot-
tom that hid a cafe from my view. I watched a woman with brown, 
shoulder-length hair, a leather jacket, a red skirt and boots walk out 
with a white paper cup in her hand. She flipped out a cell phone and 
passed a man carrying a large briefcase. He sat down at a table outside 
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and clicked open the top to pull out an oversized laptop. I saw him 
look up, and then I heard the music begin to play. I checked the phone 
under my leg—full signal, but still no message. 

"I'll take the shot on the word 'inheritance' during the hymn," I said 
to Mickey. "You can start to cover up your ears when that starts." I 
didn't bother looking at him. I dropped back into the scope, closed my 
eyes and said a quick prayer.  

Keep her safe, and get Haley out of this, please. I know I deserve 
whatever's coming to me. Just take care of my sister. I need you to do 
that. With nothing left to say, I finished with, amen. 

I checked the phone again, hoping for a miracle, but nothing had 
changed. Worth a shot, I guess. 

The song finished, and another one wrapped up. I looked back 
down at the city. A mob of people had crammed their way into Done-
gall Square. Smiles were everywhere. Faces were painted; food carts 
had wheeled in dealing out cotton-candy, popcorn and sandwiches. 
Flags flew white and red. Policemen patrolled the edges of the crowd
—some directing traffic, others just on the lookout. A few of them 
walked through the mass of people with K-9 units, sniffing out trou-
ble.  

The crowd settled down a little and turned their attention towards 
the stage. Breandan DeBarra, the mayor of the city, was gesturing for 
attention. White hair combed from the left side of his head to the 
right. A pinched-up nose sat in the middle of his face. His eyes were 
thin slits behind rimless glasses. A red tie fed out from under the fold 
of his neck and into a blue suit that looked like he’d been wearing it 
for twenty years. His smile stretched from ear to ear. With as many 
problems as he dealt with on a daily basis, today it probably felt pretty 
good to host a party like this one. Poor guy had no idea who was wait-
ing for him in the shadows with a crosshair trained on that perfectly 
trimmed head of white hair. 

He finished his speech and waved towards a band that was taking 
the stage. The crowd sent up a cheer. 
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I checked the cell again. There was a message. I laid the gun across 
my lap and shook out my right arm. With my left hand, I punched 
Open on the phone's keypad. My heart skipped a couple steps as the 
screen changed. It was a damn service announcement from the cell 
phone company. I thumbed through the phone's menu real quick and 
set it to open the message automatically so I wouldn't have to go 
through that again. 

__ 

I lifted the gun back up as the band finished their opening song. 
The Golf Country Bluegrass Banshees were a five-piece number: two 
girls and three guys. The girls played a big standup bass and the fid-
dle. The one on the bass was pretty—slim build, brown short hair, 
long legs. The one on the fiddle looked like a crow. She was talented, 
though. I've never seen anyone play like she did. If she had gone any 
faster, her strings would have caught fire. The guys played guitar, 
something like a banjo and an instrument that looked like an over-
sized tambourine. They jammed out three songs. The first was a wild 
instrumental piece that you could imagine hearing at a river dance. 
The second was a bouncing, hand-clapping tune with a country hoe-
down rhythm. The fiddle girl and the guy on the banjo sang a duet on 
that one. Their last number started slow and sounded like an Irish 
drinking song I'd heard somewhere before. It must have been, because 
by the second chorus, the crowd was roaring along and swaying with 
the song. It picked up-tempo, and people in the crowd that had 
brought their own beers raised them, sloshing their neighbors. I en-
joyed the music, but by the time the third song came to a crashing 
end, I was getting nervous. There had been no word from Paddy, and I 
was running out of time. On top of that, I still hadn't spotted the fourth 
shooter.  

The mayor stepped forward, clapping, and said a few things into 
the microphone, then welcomed the ambassador from the UK, Terry 
Hamill, to the podium. He stepped up to the mic with a slight swag-
ger, shook the mayor’s hand and then faced the crowd. He had dark 
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hair swept over his head and a strong jaw. The lines on both sides of 
his mouth folded up with the force of his smile, showing a square set 
of white teeth under thin lips. He had done this before. I could barely 
make out the words, but the tone of his voice carried through the city 
streets. It had all the right rises and falls and pauses for dramatic ef-
fect. Aside from a few hecklers that the cops quickly dealt with, he 
made it through pretty well. I had to hand it to the guy. He had a 
heavy pair to walk into Northern Ireland as the ambassador from a 
conquering nation. The crowd cheered him as he made a slow, pro-
nounced finish and turned to thank the mayor. The mayor took the 
podium again, clearly loving the way things were going, and said a 
few serious words.  

Drums kicked off from either side of the square as two marching 
bands appeared from behind the building. I had heard a little bit about 
this from Sleepy, who was a big fan of the marching band on the right 
and had, in fact, played the accordion in one as a teenager. That was 
before he started killing poor saps and dumping their bodies in land-
fills for the Irish Mafia. Oh, the places you will go, I guess. 

The band on the right was the Rasharkin Defenders, a Catholic 
band that had played at every funeral and wedding in their, mostly, 
Catholic town of Rasharkin. A few of the members had been impris-
oned for vandalizing Protestant buildings and places of worship and 
for disturbing the peace with impromptu parades through Unionist 
cities. The band coming in from the left were the Ballymena Boys, 
who had started around seven riots in the late nineties as they played 
songs that bragged on Unionist victories over the Republicans. Both 
bands represented the opposite sides of a conflict that had torn this 
country apart for over four hundred years. It goes without saying that 
they hardly ever played the same tune. So, I could understand when I 
saw tears on the cheeks of some of the women and even a few men 
taking off their hats and wiping at their eyes. 

The bands marched to meet each other in the center; drums, flutes, 
pipes and horns pounding and crying out the song of a broken nation 
that had just begun to find some sort of healing. I took a deep breath. 
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They joined at the front of the stage, filtered into each other's ranks 
and formed one band. Even I got a little misty at that moment.  

That's when I got the text.  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Thirty-Five

I looked down and moved my leg to check the phone. 
The screen read two words, "She's safe."  
The clamp that had been around my heart sprung open. I inhaled 

and realized that I hadn't breathed that deep in a long time. I wanted to 
laugh, but fought it back. They had found Haley. She was safe. There 
would be time to celebrate later. I had to stop this thing before it went 
down. I owed that much to Paddy. More than that, for the first time 
since I'd met Isaac, I had control of my life.  

The drums were still pounding away as I put my headphones back 
on and lowered my cheek to the stock of the gun. Father Briggs came 
in clear, sitting on the stage and smiling. The hand on his knee tapped 
along with the beat. His eyes were moist, and he had a look of real 
happiness on his face. I thanked God I wasn't going to have to put a 
bullet through that smile. I timed the beat in my head and pushed the 
scope to the right. I didn't know where the fourth shooter was, but I 
was running out of time. If I was going to stop this thing, I had to act.  

Pink lace, bra, white socks, blue jeans, leopard, tiger, the floral 
sheet. I opened my left eye and saw that a breeze had picked up and 
was blowing the laundry from the right. Even though the earphones 
had knocked out their sound, I kept the beat of the drums in my head. 
I waited, trained on the floral sheet. The breeze whipped it up for just 
a second. I made the outline of Eimes' gun between the arches. I fol-
lowed the barrel of his L115 back to where his face would be and 
caught a vague outline of a shadow within the shadows. I knew that 
must be his head. I let the image burn into my mind as the sheet 
dropped down and a big, pink, watercolored flower covered him. A 
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shot like this, cold-bore, is not going to be easy. But I was sure that if 
the song hadn't already finished, it was going to be ending soon.  

I closed my eyes for a second and listened to my breath. It sounded 
like a monorail rumbling through my lungs. I opened my eye and fo-
cused in on the big pink flower. I dialed in the scope and nudged it to 
the right by a mil for the wind. My finger found the trigger and started 
to pull. The breath I drew in next was cold. It stung my lungs. I held it 
in and slowly let it out. I thought about Eimes’ wife. He said her name 
was Eloise, I thought. She and his kids are waiting for him to come 
home.  

The gun shook once as my nerves kicked in, but I steadied it. I hat-
ed to do it, but if I didn't take him out, he was going to make this 
country bleed. I took another breath and pulled slowly on the trigger. 
The drums beat in my head. One and a two and a—the shot went off, 
the gun bucked against me. A breeze picked up the bed sheet. The bul-
let whipped it even higher. I watched as Eimes slammed into the back 
post and slumped down out of view.  

The sound was muffled, but I could hear Mickey screaming. He 
hadn't been paying attention when I'd shot, so his ears had taken the 
full force of the deafening gun blast. I knew he'd be disoriented for a 
moment. I traced back to the stage, windows and brickwork blurring 
by. The band was still playing.  

Good.  
I scanned up to the snipers on the building to the left of City Hall. 

They didn't seem to have noticed either. I worked my way back down 
to the stage, but noticed something as I passed the white Ferris wheel. 
A sliding glass window on one of the carriages had opened just a 
crack. Third from the top, the angle that the carriage hung at showed 
that it was carrying a little weight on the left side. It was above the 
view of the sentries on the roof behind it. They probably had swept 
each carriage before the event, but Isaac must have had a man on the 
crew to plant the shooter. 

The band was hitting its grand finale. I ratcheted the bolt back and 
chambered another round, doing the math for the distance in my head. 
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Drums rolled, cymbals crashed, pipes blasted their last notes. My 
M24 joined the harmony with a high, hard F for "Fuck you, Isaac".  

The gun shoved me back. I gave out a grunt with the impact, but 
jumped into the scope to see the pane window shatter. The bullet took 
the shooter, Franco, on the cheek, driving down through his neck and 
his shoulder. The force vaporized his spine and whipped his face 
around to follow the bullet as it pinned him to the back of the car-
riage. The gun he had been holding clanged off the ceiling and landed 
on his back. 

I whipped off my earphones again to hear Mickey screaming and 
the echo of the band's last notes bouncing around in the city below us. 
I pushed back off my chair and turned low towards Mickey. He'd al-
ready pulled his gun and was raising it at me before I'd taken the sec-
ond shot. The second blast had made him jerk his hands up to his ears 
in reflex. He lowered the gun again, one hand still on his other ear. I 
got a foot under me and drove forward. I hit him at the waist as the 
bullet went off, cracking through the glass behind me. We slammed 
into the back wall, Mickey getting his foot caught in the floor com-
partment that he had left open. 

I drove my shoulder up under his arm as he fell, pointing his shoot-
ing arm towards the ceiling. I sidestepped as he hit the ground and 
caught the back of his wrist with my left hand. Another shot clanged 
through the cabin, sending sparks off the ceiling and punching a sec-
ond hole in the glass. From his right side, I held onto his shooting 
arm. I put a left boot to his temple as I stepped over his arm to strad-
dle it. The blow knocked him out cold. He released the gun and his 
hand hit the floor. I pocketed the Beretta and looked around the room 
to get my bearings. Keys. I searched through Mickey's pockets till I 
found them. I bent down to wipe my prints off the M24, then I had a 
bad feeling—like sour milk trickling through my veins.  

I scoped back into the stage and saw that the band was wrapping 
up another song, and people were beginning to clap. I scanned to the 
apartment window and saw Turk's knee and leg still in shooting posi-
tion. Paddy hadn't made it there yet. 
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I pulled back on the bolt and slid another round into the chamber. 
The dials on the scope clicked under my fingertips. 

My first shot tore through the gauzy curtains and then Turk’s leg 
right above the kneecap. The sound of the blast in the closed cabin 
was like getting clapped on the ears. My head swam. My ears rung. I 
forced myself to stay in the scope. Turk hit the floor, squirming in 
pain and holding his bleeding leg. I ended it with a bullet through the 
top of his skull that sent blood, bone fragments and bits of his brain 
out the bottom of his chin.  

I was sure that I’d busted an eardrum. I wiped the gun down real 
quick, then a pair of arms wrapped around me and slammed me into 
the glass overlooking the crane. It broke out of its frame and fell onto 
the crane in a sheet. My head and shoulders throbbed. Mickey laid a 
punch on the side of my face. I blinked my eyes open, fighting the 
urge to blackout. I yelled as I pushed up and back into him. We fell 
over the chairs and hit the floor. He reached for a knife in his belt.  

I was trying not to kill him. I needed it to look like he was the 
shooter up in the crane when the cops arrived. At that moment, they 
were probably scanning the vicinity and moving farther and farther 
away from the square, thinking, "Damn, we were idiots to do this out-
side." They'd catch on pretty soon, though. When they did, I needed to 
buy myself as much time as I could.  

I looked into the floor compartment and saw a pair of cable cutters. 
I had an idea. I reached in for them as Mickey got his knife free. He 
took a swipe at me, and I rolled just out of the way. The knife scraped 
along the ridged metal floor. I came to my feet and swung the cable 
cutters at Mickey. He leaned back as they chomped past his face. That 
was all I needed, though. I leapt backwards through the window and 
landed on the broken sheet of glass. He lunged after me. I scrambled 
to get ahold of a bar as he landed on the glass just after me. We raced 
along the length of the crane, hand over hand, like kids on a set of 
monkey bars—except one kid was trying to gut the other with a knife, 
and these monkey bars were one hundred and fifty feet up in the air.  
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My foot slipped, and I cracked my shin on the bar. A bolt of pain 
lodged in my leg. I took a hard breath and drove forward, kicking 
Mickey's hand away from my ankle. I did better than I thought and 
flat footed him right in the face. He toppled sideways, but held on and 
grunted himself back up onto the bars. I didn't stop. I kept crawling 
forward, putting as much space between him and me as I could. 

I made it to the hook’s trolley and grabbed of one of the three thick 
cables holding up the hook with my left hand. With my right hand, I 
held the cable cutter up to it. I positioned the other handle against my 
left forearm. I mashed the scissors closed. An eighth of the strands 
that made up the cable sprung apart. Mickey was twenty feet away. 
He moved a little more clumsily than me, but he was closing the gap. 
I pumped the cable open and closed four more times, each time scis-
soring off a few more strands. On the fifth try, the last wires snapped, 
and the weight of the cable sagged in my hand. It almost pulled me 
off, but I hoisted myself back up. I climbed onto the top of the crane. 
Mickey was ten feet from me by then.  

I threw the weight of the cable over my shoulder and started run-
ning along the center beam, straight at him. The line got heavier with 
every step. Mickey was getting closer. Eight feet, five feet, three feet. 
My foot caught one of the rungs, and I lost my balance. I decided to 
go with it and leapt off the side, almost kissing an open hand Mickey 
had reached out towards me. His fingers brushed past my face and 
caught the edge of my sleeve, pulling him over the side. For a mo-
ment, we floated, soaring back towards the crane. Then, terror filled 
up Mickey's eyes. He clawed at my shirt, the air, just trying to get 
ahold of something. Momentum pulled us apart, then gravity kicked 
in. Neither of us could scream; the suspense of the fall stole the air 
right out of our lungs. I clutched the cable to my chest and turned just 
as it caught up the slack.  

The jerk almost yanked my arms out of their sockets. I held on and 
tightened every muscle in my body. The thin cable wires cut into my 
hands as I slipped down the line, then finally stopped. 
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When I had jumped off, I had leapt from the opposite side as where 
I'd dragged up the cable, looping it over the top. That gave it some 
running room instead of a hard stop when it ran out of slack. The line 
scraped over the beam of the crane as I changed directions and swung 
towards the small green tent. Mickey fell ahead of me, rotating head-
first before he hit the ground. There was a crack and a squish like the 
sound a watermelon makes when it hits pavement. I swung past him, 
picking up speed. 

The hook block caught at the top and jerked, then it slipped over 
the other side, and I dropped another five feet before the traction 
started kicking in. 

I was still sixty feet off the ground and probably going forty-five 
miles per hour when I realized this wasn't going to end very well. If I 
let go too early, I'd still hit the ground from a sixty foot fall; too late 
and I'd smack right into the brick building behind the tent and then 
fall fifty-five feet to my death; a little later than that, and I would soar 
back up and then come crashing down on the tent from a hundred 
feet. That left me fucked three ways from Sunday and feeling like an 
ass for trusting Tom Cruise to get me out of this one.  

I was rocketing straight towards the tent below when the cable 
passed the hook hanging above and started to climb. I let go and let 
out a long and loud, "Shiiiiiiiiiiiiit."  

My body did a slow somersault as I shot forward and fell towards 
the tent.  

Crane, dirt, Mickey, dirt, tent, brick wall, sky, crane.  
I smacked into the tent, tearing a hole through it and knocking out 

an aluminum pole with my shoulder before bouncing off a table and 
taking a fax machine with me out the other side. I skipped along on 
the dirt for a few feet before rolling to a stop on my back, staring at 
the crane above me.  

I laughed, picking myself up. I was bruised, but nothing was bro-
ken. I dusted myself off. Thank you Tom Cruise, you crazy-ass bas-
tard.  
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Then I remembered Rory and ran for the car as I fished the keys 
out of my pocket. 

__ 

I pulled out of the lot, eyeing Mickey's remains in the pit below me 
on the way. His body was bent like an accordion someone had thrown 
down a flight of stairs. His face was submerged in a puddle of his own 
blood. When he had hit, his insides had become his outsides, and they 
were scattered around his body. I looked away. 

A cloud of dirt followed me out of the lot. I found a pair of sun-
glasses in the glove compartment and a hat. I shut the gate behind me, 
then hopped back into the Lexus and made my way towards the 
Hollybrook apartments on Rosemary Street. 

I rolled the window down to listen for the hymn and fought the 
urge to push the gas pedal to the floor. I expected to hear sirens at any 
moment and see blue lights flashing behind me. They didn't, and I 
forced myself to breathe. My heart was slamming against my chest. I 
slowed it down as I pulled up under the apartments. The words “Be 
thou my vision” rung out, and it was off to the races.  

By the time the car door slammed shut behind me, I was already 
inside the building. I took the stairs two at a time.  

“Four-E, Four-E,” I repeated to myself. By the time I reached the 
fourth floor, my lungs were tight and my legs were burning. I looked 
around. A, B, C, D, E. There it is. I tried the knob in the off chance it 
was unlocked. Of course, it wasn't. Somewhere in the building a radio 
was blasting the hymn. I grabbed Mickey's Beretta out of my jacket 
pocket, then pulled off the jacket and rolled it up around the gun in 
my hand.  

I knocked.  
The door cracked open, revealing the rat-like face of Rory's escort. 

I kicked hard at the door, sending it into his shoulder and knocking a 
silenced Glock 9 out of his hand. It went clattering across the room. I 
shouldered through the door and smashed an open-palm into the rat-
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faced man's large nose. He let out a cry. I grabbed his ear and 
slammed his head against the doorpost. He went down. The door 
drifted closed behind me. I didn't bother to stop. I took two steps and 
launched myself at Rory, who had turned from me to the scope of his 
rifle, hoping to get the shot off. I landed with an elbow on his back 
and a hand on the scope. I rolled left, yanking the gun out of his 
hands. He put a fist to my ribs. I sent a knee up into his. We both 
rolled away and got to our feet.  

I realized I'd lost my gun at the same time as I caught a glimpse of 
the lifeless body of the young cop I had met the other day: Philip. No 
doubt the bullets in Philip's chest would be a match for the pistol of 
the “heroic police officer who shot him after Phil sniped the Chief 
Constable from his own apartment". His girlfriend was long gone. 
Poor guy probably never even knew she had set him up. I looked back 
at Rory. The muscle in his neck twitched, wiggling his horseshoe tat-
too. 

"You've had this comin' for a while," I said. 
"So, the mongrel's slipped his collar once again, eh? Shame what 

they're going to do to your sister. By that, I mean, I wish I could be 
there to finish her off proper." His mouth spread into a wicked grin. 
The image of Haley's face flashed in my mind. 

I yelled and charged. I caught Rory low and tackled him, crashing 
into a chair and sending it breaking off in different directions. I was 
about to lay a fist into him when something took the wind right out of 
me. I gasped. He kicked me off of him. I rolled onto my stomach, my 
face getting tight and hot. I couldn't breath. He stood up and adjusted 
his grip on the brass knuckles he had on his left hand. 

"You wanna dance, Shirley?" He kicked me in the ribs, squeezing 
the last little bit of air I had out of me. "Let's fuckin' dance." His fist 
came down hard at my face. I turned my head as the metal rings made 
contact with my skull, but the blow still sent me swimming. The 
grains of the wooden floor all raced away from me. I tried to suck in 
air, but my lungs wouldn't give. "Oh, come on, Shirley! This isn't any 
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fun!" He punched me again, this time in the kidney, sending a burst of 
pain running up and down my side. 

"Here's a little jig my da taught me," he shifted his feet like Mo-
hammad Al. "It's called, 'You samba, bitch'." He brought his leg back 
an inch. My lungs loosened. His leg came forward. I lurched towards 
him, tightened my stomach, breathed out hard, and curled my body 
around his foot. I rolled into the blow, trapping his feet and putting 
pressure back on his leg. He fell. I rolled over him and turned with an 
elbow to his face. The knuckles came at me from the side. I ducked 
away, and he scrambled out from beneath me.  

I grabbed the broken leg of a chair and threw it at Rory as he 
charged at me. He batted it aside, but I was already on my feet. I sent 
a left hook into his jaw. He bent low and came up with his own. I 
kicked his hand back, then planted my foot inside his guard and 
whipped a right cross at his face. My fist made contact with his eye 
and sent him sprawling into the corner of the room.  

He reached for something under the coffee table as I rushed him. 
When I realized he'd found the silenced Glock, I sidestepped. He 
twisted around with a blind shot that zipped past my shoulder and 
shattered a china tea set on the shelf behind me. I dove low as the gun 
clachacked out its next round. We collided and rolled. I reached for 
the gun, but he pulled it down low between us. I threw a short jab into 
his face. He head-butted me back. His eyes were in a frenzy. He rolled 
on top of me, and I felt the hot steel of the silencer press against my 
chin. I arched my back and turned my face sideways to the floor. An-
other clack and whistle went off as the bullet whipped by my cheek.  

I pushed off the ground and rolled. The gun jerked against my 
chest, and a blast of air caught me in the neck. Rory's face twisted. 
His eyes bulged. Then, he stopped fighting. I pushed myself off of 
him to see the bullet hole in his chest and the blood spreading behind 
him. He breathed, and his eyes flicked over to me. I thought of the fox 
we’d killed. 

My mind tuned back into my surroundings, and I heard the hymn 
soaring through the window. I also heard a motorcycle pull up out-
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side. I looked out the window and saw a cop walk through the front 
door below. Either someone had heard the rumble in our room and 
called the police, or the cops were already tracking me down. I had to 
get to Isaac.  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Thirty-Six

I opened the door to the hallway and heard the cop tell everyone to 
go back into their rooms.  

There weren't many residents still in the building. They had all 
walked down the street to be a part of the celebration. Most of the 
ones that had stayed were old folks. A few of them obeyed the man's 
orders. The others stubbornly stood at their doorways till he came by 
and shooed them back in. 

I found Mickey's 9 mm and my jacket. I remembered a utility clos-
et on the third floor. There were two pizza boxes laying on the coffee 
table. I picked them up and stepped out into the hallway.  

Hugging the wall and carrying the pizza boxes on my shoulder, I 
made my way down the stairs. The cop was coming up the steps to the 
fourth floor by the time I made it to him. Thankfully, all the doors 
were closed. I pretended I was looking at the receipt on the top, using 
it to block my face.  

"Hold it," he commanded. 
"Sorry, officer, I'm on the clock and somehow this address got all 

bolloxed up," I said in my best Irish accent. He didn't buy it, of 
course, and went for his gun. 

I tripped and tossed the pizza boxes down at his face, following 
them with a knee to his chest and an "Oops, I'm sorry, constable." My 
knee took the wind out of him; a ride down half a flight of stairs put 
him out cold. I dragged him into the storage closet at the bottom of 
the stairs, took his jacket and walkie and handcuffed him facedown to 
the water pipe. 

His motorcycle was outside waiting for me. I had just put on the 
helmet and revved the engine when another motorcycle cop rolled up 
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on my right. He flipped up his visor to say something. I swung the 
ridge of my hand at the opening and felt a crunch as it made contact 
with his nose. His hands shot up to his face as he let out a cry of pain. 
I yanked his walkie free and pulled him off his bike. My heel flipped 
the kickstand, and I was off before he hit the ground.  

I took a left at the corner and sped straight down towards the 
square. On the sidewalk to my right, a policeman that looked like 
Gordon Harris was strolling up towards the Rosemary apartments. I 
turned my head as I passed him, but I didn't have time to deal with 
him. I have to get to Isaac.  

A line of cop cars blocked the street in front of me. I cut a hard 
right through an alley, dodging a broken TV set and splashing through 
a few puddles. I hadn't ridden a motorcycle in years. I'd forgotten how 
much faster things seem on one. My reflexes were already on edge, so 
I had to remind myself not to oversteer. I swallowed up that fear and 
excitement, feeling my stomach grow cold with it, and twisted the 
throttle some more.  

The alley spilled into a parking lot. I blurred past rows of cars and 
cut through the gate back down towards the city. I hung left down a 
wide road and floored it. The bike climbed in speed. Soon, its low 
purr had become a loud whine as it vibrated under me. Buildings, 
streetlights and cars zipped by me. Every road I passed to the left was 
like a photograph. A mob of people cheering, police lights dancing off 
their faces and the windows nearby.  

Two cruisers swung out ahead of me, sirens in a full frenzy. My 
heart tripped for a second. I flicked on my own set of lights, hoping 
they weren't coming for me. They rushed past.  

At the back of Donegall Square, I looked up for a sign of the 
Causeway Exchange building. I caught a glimpse of it between two 
other buildings and hung a hard left at it. I came in around the back. 
One of Isaac's men was guarding the entrance to a set of glass double 
doors. He noticed the cop on a bike charging down the street in front 
of him and reached for his phone. I had almost passed him when I 
swerved and started straight for the steps he stood on. I jerked up and 
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back on the handles as the bike ramped up the three steps leading to 
the door.  

His fingers had just closed around his phone when my front tire hit 
his chest and drove him through a shattering glass door. I dove right 
and rolled into a set of displays. The bike landed on the guard and 
shrieked across the lobby floor with a smear of blood behind it.  

The stairwell door opened and another guard stepped through to 
see what had happened. I was up and whipped the leg of one of the 
display stands at him. It carved a bright red stripe across his cheek 
before he brought his gun up. I batted it aside and pounded the helmet 
I was still wearing into his nose. Blood dotted the visor. He yelled 
something. I brought my fist around as he was falling and finished the 
job, then took the stairs.  

The stairwell was barely lit. A few fluorescent bars glowed a sickly 
blue on every second floor. I yanked the helmet off and sprinted up 
the steps. By the time I got to the seventh floor, my legs were burning 
and my lungs were begging me to stop. I thanked God for those hills 
back at the farm. All the other floors had been dark, but there was a 
light coming through the port window on the eighth floor. My legs 
pumped a little harder as I took those last two flights. Anger was my 
fuel now—deep, burning, black hatred. I was going to end this. 

__ 

Through the door's window, I saw Isaac. He stood, facing out to-
wards Donegall Square, on the far side of the floor near a set of 
couches. He didn't look happy. Something inside me clicked on like 
the burner of a gas stove. He was flanked by Sleepy George and three 
other men. There were two more closer to me. One stood between a 
conference room on the left and a set of cubicles that sat in the middle 
of the floor. The other guard stood right in front of the door. 

I gripped the lip of the helmet in my left hand and pulled Mickey's 
gun out of my jacket pocket with my right. My thumb popped the 
magazine loose. Eight rounds left. I'd have to make every one of them 
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count. I mapped out a plan of attack and took two quick breaths as my 
blood started to race. 

The moment I burst through the door, the guard near it had his gun 
out and was bringing it up at me. I swatted it back down with the 
helmet and brought my knee into his gut. He doubled over. I swung 
the helmet up across his face, whipping it back to throw at the second 
guy near the conference room. He was ready to take the shot when the 
helmet came hurling at him. The first guard went down with a groan 
on my left. I sidestepped. The second guy lifted a hand to block the 
helmet, but didn't get there fast enough. His fingers grazed it before it 
smacked into his face, whipping his head back. I raised my own gun 
and pulled the trigger. He fell like he'd been punched in the chest.  

The blast of my gun broke through my focus. I heard shouting as 
the other guards came running at me. Shots cracked through the office 
space. A bullet twanged off the door behind me. Another pounded into 
the wall as I sprinted towards the cubicles. One guy was charging up 
the other side of them.  

I felt the rush of air as a bullet barely missed my shoulder. I 
jumped onto the desk, landed with one foot and leapt over the cubicle 
dividers, tackling the guy on the other side. We went crashing through 
the window to a larger office, tumbling over a bookshelf before we hit 
the ground.  

My gun slid away from me. I scrambled for it. The man on the 
ground grappled at my leg and bit down. I yelled and threw a punch at 
his face, then another. I stretched out for the gun. A boot stepped 
down on my arm. Another kicked me in the side of the head. The 
world tilted and a fist came down, splitting my lip. I couldn't make 
out what they were saying, but, whatever it was, they were shouting 
it.  

!271



HINDSIGHT

Thirty-Seven 

Blood pounded in my ears.  
They kicked me in the ribs.  
I wheezed.  
I heard Isaac say, "Enough!"  
Rough hands yanked me to my feet. I tried to get free, but I was 

too dazed. They knelt me down in the waiting area where I had seen 
Isaac and pulled my head up to look at him. 

He was dressed in his Sunday best: a sharp black tie, crisp, white 
shirt and a neatly ironed, grey suit. I could tell this was a day he'd 
planned on celebrating. He was furious. The scar across his neck 
showed as he loosened his collar with two fingers. The skin was red 
and blotchy. The wrinkled lines around his mouth were tight. His blue 
eyes were electric with anger. 

"God damn it, Shirley. Look at the mess you've made," he said 
quietly, but his gravelly voice was simmering. In the back of the 
room, they dragged the bodies of his two guards toward an elevator 
behind Isaac.  

I noticed something else. I had been so fixed on Isaac I hadn't seen 
the large lump on the floor beside him. It was below my field of vi-
sion, so I couldn't make it out. Isaac saw me trying to look at it. 

"Let go of him," he ordered.  
The guy behind me let go of my hair, stepped back and raised a 

gun at me. I heard the trigger click. At the same time, I recognized 
that the lump on the floor was Paddy. He was kneeling and doubled 
over. They had blown out his kneecaps and beat the shit out of him, 
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but he was still alive. I couldn't imagine how much agony he was in 
with his knees like that. 

He looked at me. His face was tight with pain and something else... 
Regret?  

"I'm sorry, Shirley," he managed. The words caught me off-guard. 
Then I thought of Haley, and terror struck. 

"What do you mean, you're sorry?" 
"There were more of them than I thought." He was breathing 

heavy. 
"What are you talking about, Paddy?" I knew the answer already. 
"Haley." 
"What do you mean? You told me you'd gotten her out. She's safe. 

You said she was safe." 
"He lied to you, Shirley," Isaac croaked.  
I looked up at him and back to Paddy, dumbstruck.  
Paddy's eyes were wide with grief. "You had to stop it. It was the 

only way, lad." 
"What happened to Haley?" I was beginning to lose it. "You told 

me she was safe." Safe—the word was bitter and hollow in my mouth.  
He was silent for a moment. He just looked at me, blood trickling 

down the side of his face. "She's dead," he said finally. "They killed 
her. The boys went in, but there were more men guarding her than 
we'd thought." He grunted as he shifted his weight. "There was a fire-
fight, and one of Isaac's men made it to her before us. He put a bullet 
in your sister's head." He stopped, letting the story sink in. Then he 
continued, "She's gone, Shirley. I'm sorry."  

I looked from Paddy back up to Isaac. 
Isaac nodded. He'd lost a little of his rage and looked like he actu-

ally did feel bad about Haley. He didn't say anything. I looked back to 
Paddy. "I'm sorry," he said again, his voice sounding like it was going 
to break.  
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A gun fired and blasted his head sideways. He slumped onto his 
side. A pool of blood spread around his face as his eyes stared in my 
direction.  

The shock had caused me to exhale and I'd forgotten to breathe 
back in. I looked at Isaac, who was holding a smoking Beretta PB-84 
in his outstretched hand. Rage and sorrow were playing a tug of war 
with the wrinkles on his face. His eyes watered as he turned from 
Paddy to me, then his expression hardened.  

"I wanted you to hear it from him, Shirley," he rasped. "I don't rel-
ish any of this," he gestured the gun towards Paddy, but didn't look at 
him, "but you forced my hand." He dropped the gun to his side. 

"You think you've stopped me, Shirley?" He began to raise his 
voice. "You think I am going to let it go? You think I can? That will 
not happen, boy!" There was silence as those last few words echoed 
around the room.  

I tried my best to calm the hatred that was bottled up in me, to try 
reasoning with this man. "It's over, Isaa-" 

"No! It's not over! It's never over!" His eyes were welling up. 
"Marianne was pregnant, Shirley," he shouted, almost in tears, "with 
my child! They burned her alive, Shirley, and my-," he coughed, "-my 
unborn child with her. They took them from me!" He was shaking. 
His mouth carved a cruel line across his face. "So, I am going to take 
everything from them—their money, their homes, their mothers and 
fathers, their women and children." He waved the gun towards the 
window. "They will all burn, Shirley. I'll not stop till I have chased 
them all into hell. And then, Shirley, and then I would sell my soul to 
the devil just so that I could heap the coals while they burn for eterni-
ty."  

His hatred had filled the room like a haze that covered everything. 
I thought about Haley and felt sick. The guilt of it all laid over my 
shoulders. Paddy bled in front of me. A fly had gotten stuck in the 
pool of blood around his face. It buzzed and squirmed, trying to get 
out. I didn't even realize that Isaac had stopped talking. He glared at 
me.  
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"But what am I going to do with you, Shirley?" he used the gun to 
point at me. "I welcome you into my family. I pledge to take care of 
you and yours. I give you a purpose—a part to play in the reshaping 
of this nation, in my vengeance for the wrongs done to your family. 
And you shit all over it." He bared his teeth at that last part. His 
mouth closed, and his jaw tightened.  

"End him," he told the guy behind me. "I'll not waste the bullet." 
Isaac turned his back and started to walk away.  Sleepy eyed me, hesi-
tating, before he turned to follow Isaac to the elevator. The guard at 
the elevator pushed the button. It glowed red, the arrow pointing 
down.  

This is it for me, I thought. Last stop: basement six hundred and 
sixty six, where the fire never burns out and the worm never dies.  

__ 

The young, black guy behind me stepped up and pressed the muz-
zle of his gun to the back of my head.  

Amateur.  
The world slowed down.  
I breathed one last breath.  
I turned my head left and leaned forward.  
The barrel slid out of place.  
The gun fired, deafening, behind my head.  
I threw my left arm back as I continued to turn, my right knee and 

hand planted on the ground. I caught hold of his shooting arm and 
kicked at his kneecap with a straight left leg. It snapped sideways. He 
went down with a cry, dropping his pistol into my hand and revealing 
the second man behind him, who was raising his own gun. I did an-
other rotation, standing and changing my grip on the pistol as I did. A 
shot cracked off by me. I finished the spin standing beside the second 
guy with the pistol pressed to his temple. I pulled the trigger.  
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Isaac, Sleepy and the other two guards had turned around. I fired. 
The guy on Isaac's left went down, clutching his chest. They each 
took aim at me and started unloading their clips. I dove over the 
couch to my right and huddled into a ball as bullets punched through 
the back of it. One shattered the window to a larger office room be-
hind me. I leapt through it. Sleepy and the other guy closed in, flank-
ing to my right and left, their shots tanged off the file cabinet in front 
of me and the desk above me. I reached my hand up onto the desk and 
jerked it back as a bullet skidded past, carving a line through the 
wood. I tried again, grabbing a pencil holder I had seen coming 
through the window. I toppled it, spilling its contents onto the floor in 
front of me. A rain of pens, pencils, erasers, a ruler, all fell past me. 
Then I found what I was looking for. My hand closed around the letter 
opener. I pinched the tip of it between my thumb and forefinger and 
stood, flinging it over the desk to the right at Sleepy. It stopped him 
for a second as I turned toward a thug with spiky blonde hair near the 
couches to the left and took two shots. I ducked down as bullets 
blazed past me. Then they stopped.  

I jumped back through the window and over the couch. The guy I'd 
shot at was lying motionless in a pool of blood beside his buddy who 
was still groaning and clutching his knee. I turned sharply towards 
Sleepy, who was charging at me. I didn't have time to raise my gun. 
He barreled into me, driving me back four feet before he lifted me 
into the air and shoved me through another one of those side office 
windows. 

Glass rained down around me as I hit the desk hard and slid over 
the side. Sleepy was through the window right after me. His speed 
was amazing. A three hundred pound stomp came down at me. I 
rolled to the right. The foot landed beside me and a Christmas-ham-
sized fist followed it. The fist hit me in the shoulder, making it feel 
like my arm had been torn off my body. He grabbed at my shirt and 
lifted me up. I threw a left hook and made contact with his meaty 
face. His head spun sideways, and his grip loosened, but he stayed on 
his feet. I gave him a hard kick to the groin. He doubled over. I 
grabbed ahold of his collar and brought my knee up into his face. He 
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spat blood all over my leg. I brought it up again, and he started a high-
pitched growl. The second hit made contact, but left me off balance as 
he drove me backwards through the open door and a cubicle on the 
other side. 

The force of him landing on top of me crushed the wind out of me. 
I felt like I was going to cough up a spleen. The room went dark 
around the edges. His hand palmed my face as the other tried to wipe 
the blood from his. He straddled me and raised a giant fist. I got my 
feet under me and bucked up my hips as hard as I could. I felt the 
strain in my back, but it was enough to throw him forward just a little. 
I scrambled out to the side as he came down with both hands. I stood, 
gasping in a deep breath and aimed a kick at his kidney. He wheezed 
and slumped forward, but started to rise again. Past him, I could still 
see Isaac standing by the elevator, looking up at the numbers, then 
back at me. That elevator was taking a hell of a long time, and he was 
running out of men.  

I kicked Sleepy in the mouth. He collapsed in a heap. I stepped 
over his body and started walking towards Isaac. 

Isaac saw Sleepy go down. His eyes went wide. He raised his gun 
at me. I dodged right as his shot cracked off and picked up a garbage 
can. I threw it at him. He fired again. The garbage can sailed towards 
him, opening up like a piñata at a homeless kid's birthday party. He 
batted it aside and fired another shot through the falling trash. By 
then, I was on him. I grabbed him by his nice, crisp, grey jacket, and 
pivoted away from his gun, throwing him to where Paddy and three of 
Isaac's thugs were laying in puddles of blood. He dropped the gun on 
his trip to the floor near the window. I scooped it up as I walked to-
wards him.  

Reality sunk in for Isaac. He knew what was about to happen. 
"You can't do this, Shirley," he said, sucking in a breath. I had forgot-
ten how old he was.  

I pointed the gun at the man still groaning about his knee beside 
Isaac. I pulled the trigger. The bullet punched a hole in his skull. He 
stopped groaning. 
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Isaac looked from the corpse to me. I could see the fear prying at 
his eyelids, but he was too proud and full of hate to let it show. My 
face was set like steel, eyes fixed on the man who had destroyed 
everything good about my life. My jaw clenched. My finger burned to 
pull the trigger. 

"We're family, Shirley," he rasped in almost a whisper. I felt my 
nostrils flare. 

"You took my family from me," I said through teeth. I lifted the 
gun and touched it to his forehead. 

"Haley's alive, lad." 
My chest hummed like a wire that had just been struck. "Liar." 
"No. It's true. Barely, but she's alive." 
"Where?" 
"St. Francis in Trenton. She's safe." 
"You're not giving me many reasons to let you live." I pulled the 

hammer back. It clicked into place. 
"If I die, Shirley, she dies." 
I loosened my finger on the trigger. 
"But if you let me live, I promise to leave her be for good." He 

looked me straight in the eye. "Mercy for mercy." 
I hesitated, then said, "Your promises are shit," touching the trigger 

again. 
"You've stripped me of everything else I have, Shirley... Everything 

but the friends I have outside this room...friends that will be sure that 
my word is carr-"  

The elevator finally dinged open behind me. Isaac stopped. Look-
ing past me, his lips pressed together. 

I glanced over my shoulder to see Nick stepping through the eleva-
tor doors. He had a gun. I turned to face him and found out why. The 
front of his shirt was covered in blood, but he didn't have a mark on 
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him. His eyes were stained red with tears, and they were burning. The 
gun in his hand pointed straight at me. He found Rory, I knew. 

"Nick," I said. The word flew somewhere past him and didn't even 
register. "Nick, listen to me." His eyes were glazed and full of rage. 

At that moment, I realized I had my own gun pointed at him. My 
finger tightened on the trigger. It was instinct. I realized, in horror, 
what I was doing and willed myself to take my finger off the trigger. 

From behind me, Isaac croaked, "He killed Rory, Nick." 
"Shut up," I spat the words at Isaac. Nick looked from Isaac back 

to me. Tears had started pooling in his eyes again. 
"Nick, I didn't mean to kill him. I just... I had to stop him."  
His nose tightened at the top. He sniffed.  
"He was going to kill a lot of people that didn't deserve to be 

killed." I could feel the strain in my voice. "I'm sorry, Nick." 
I looked into his eyes, trying to draw out the kid who had run those 

hills with me just a few days before—trying to draw him through the 
pain and the hate. He stared back, shaking. He brought his other hand 
up to steady his gun. We stood there, eyes locked, weapons pointed at 
each other for a moment. I breathed out, taking my eyes off him and 
looking up toward the flickering fluorescent above. I lowered my gun. 

"Do it, Nicholas," Isaac said. "Do it now!" he shouted, his body 
trembling with the force of it. 

I turned on my heel and pointed the gun to his forehead. I looked 
him in the eye and pulled the trigger. A shot broke the silence.  

The bullet ripped through my chest. I stumbled over Isaac, trying 
to stay on my feet. The next shot slammed me into the glass window-
pane in front of me. A spider web of lines spread out from my chest. 
The glass crackled. Then, it broke. 

I looked back as I fell into the open air. Isaac laid flat on his back. 
His eyes stared up at the ceiling. There was a bullet hole in the top of 
his head. Nick was still standing there, shaking. Gun in his hands, he 
watched me fall. Hate and regret, and maybe fear—his expression 
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was full of them. Another bullet raced out after me, shattering a shard 
of glass into dust.  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Thirty-Eight

So here I am, half a second till I hit pavement, about to become a 
human omelet—just another mess for some city sanitation worker to 
clean up.  

You're probably waiting for some big, profound life lesson. Maybe 
a short insight on what makes us all human, what binds us together. 
Cumbaya and all that shit.  

Well, I got nothing for you. 
All I can think about is Haley. Haley with her curly golden hair 

matted down by seawater. Four years old and wearing a sagging rain-
bow-striped bikini.  

The sunlight hurts my eyes, so I close them.  
I think of that little Afghani boy on the roof, and I let him live. He 

grows up to become a doctor or a pilot or something. I change his sto-
ry just like you change a dream when you know that you're dreaming. 
I don't believe it, of course. He's dead. His mother buried him in a 
dusty lot just outside Akbarkheyl. Buried him beside his dad. He's 
nothing but bones now. A four foot ten inch skeleton in the ground.  

I think of Nick and wonder what he'll become. Then Isaac's face 
flashes in my mind. At least I did that right. I remember his steely, 
blue eyes, dull in death, and a bullet-hole in the top of his head.  

I think about Haley, and I hope she's okay. I hope she has a long, 
good life. I hope she finds a good man and has a boy and a girl, and I 
hope those kids keep their parents close. I hope she doesn't name her 
son Shirley, after me. But I don't have any reason to fear that after our 
last conversation.  

"Fuck you, Shirley." 
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I think of Erin. The first time she pushed through those swinging 
kitchen doors. How beautiful she was. Her dark hair, blue-green eyes 
and that perfect nose. I remember the story she told me of how her 
dad died—that Isaac took her in. I'd just killed the man who had be-
come a second father to her. I wish for that night in the barn. Regret 
chews at my lung, then chokes on the bullet twisting and burning in-
side it. Erin's face glides through the shadows, and I kiss her under the 
rafters, feeling her warm, slender body in my arms. 

I smell a pot of hot tea that Aunt Bernie's got on in the kitchen. I 
realize how thirsty I am. She kisses me on the cheek.  

Paddy. Paddy laughing and clapping me on the back. Paddy laying 
in a pool of his own blood. Paddy saying, "I'm sorry."  

I say, "I'm sorry." 
I'm sorry God. I'm sorry I let those people die. I'm sorry I killed 

fathers and young boys who didn't deserve it. I'm sorry I killed my 
parents, that my grandfather was so ashamed of me he committed sui-
cide. I'm sorry I got Haley into this. I'm sorry I didn't pay attention in 
Mass this Sunday. 

Then I remember Father Briggs, and he tells me, "You're never too 
far gone, Shirley. Never too far gone." He tells me that in a church 
with the carpet of a stripper's VIP room.  

Ehud, the left-handed assassin. 
I'm going to die. A puddle of fear cools inside me. My throat itch-

es. I look at my hand. Broken glass has carved deep grooves across 
my palm. A dozen other tiny cuts have been ripped up on my finger-
tips. Blood trickles in ribbons upwards. The light catches a shard of 
glass embedded in my middle finger just below the knuckle. It glis-
tens like a ruby where it meets my flesh and like a diamond at its oth-
er edge. It's beautiful. I'm so lost. Please let Haley liv- 

My body plows through a glass awning. 
The ground hits me with the force of a freight train. I don't know 

which part of me meets it first, but all I feel and hear is a loud crunch 
all through my body, followed by an explosion of pain. There is a 
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nanosecond of pressure in my chest, then every one of my ribs snaps 
like a chopstick. Something rips at my side, and I fell like I am going 
to burst open.  

Then, I'm weightless. I open my eyes and realize I'm floating. I 
must be a ghost, but I look for my body below me. It's not there.  

I stop ascending, stall out and slam back into the ground again. My 
face bounces off the rough asphalt. I feel the jagged edges of every 
broken bone in my body grind against each other. The front of my 
chest feels wet and warm and sticky.  

I open my eyes again and realize that my face is turned sideways. I 
am just barely awake. Three of my teeth are laying on the street in 
front of me between shattered glass. There is a hissing sound coming 
from my throat. I try to work my mouth open and closed. My face is 
throbbing. My vision fades and comes back. I smell rusted metal and 
hot tar. Blood pumps in my ears between the sounds of my brain and 
nerves firing off their last sparks. They sound like coral crackling un-
derwater.  

I'm not breathing. I pull in all the strength I have left to try and 
push myself up. For a moment it feels like I'm going to make it. Just 
for a moment. I try to lift my hand, to twitch my fingers, anything. It's 
no use. I can't move.  

Darkness spreads from where my nose touches the asphalt. It eats 
up the sparkling slivers of glass on the ground. It eats up the road and 
chews its way through the buildings that line it. It devours them and 
swallows up the clear blue sky at the top corner of my vision. Then, 
through the crackling corral and the slowing heartbeat in my ears, I 
hear something. Somewhere between a scream and a song, it creeps 
into my consciousness. Just before the darkness swallows me whole, I 
recognize the sound. Sirens. Then, there is nothing.  

!283



HINDSIGHT

Thirty-Nine

The ground under me is hard and rough, but the hand on my back 
is warm. 

The smell of salt water hits me. Waves crash on the rocks. Some-
where in the distance, I can hear a little girl laughing. She sounds like 
Haley did.  

I pry my eyes open and see the bleached white feet of the man sit-
ting beside me. I move my hands to my chest and push myself off the 
rocks. The sun is hiding behind a slate-grey bar of clouds out on the 
horizon. Its light pours down on the water, reflecting off the ripples of 
waves that make their way to shore.  

My hands are small. I'm only eleven. I look up at the man. It's my 
father. His forehead is creased with worry, but there is an easiness in 
his eyes. 

"You took a heck of a fall there, son," he says, patting me on the 
back.  

I work my scrawny legs under me till I'm sitting beside him. I want 
to grab ahold of him and bury my face into his shoulder. I want to cry. 
But I'm scared that I'm dreaming. If I move too sudden, this dream 
will flap off like a bird off a telephone wire. I'm afraid that if I touch 
him, he'll evaporate, and I'll be here alone again. So I just stare at the 
man.  

Then I hear that laughter again in the distance. I look back over my 
shoulder. Haley runs toward my mother on the shore. Her chubby lit-
tle legs pound the sand as her body leans forward. Just before she 
topples, my mom scoops her up and swings her in a circle. They stop 
and notice me looking back at them. Mom holds up Haley's hand to 
wave. Her dark hair frames her face. She beams a big smile at me. 
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Haley gives me a wide, toothy grin. I see my mom's lips mouthing, 
"Hey Shirley," but she's too far away to hear the sound.  

The wind picks up and whips at my hair. I turn back to my dad, 
expecting that he's vanished already. He's still here. His scruffy, red 
beard cracks into a grin. He hands me a fishing rod. It's my grandfa-
ther's rod: the Shakespeare. He looks away from me and pulls a cold 
beer out of the cooler on his left. Condensation drips down its side 
and over his rough fingers. His other hand reaches up and works the 
tab. It spouts open. He raises the can to his lips, takes a swig; then he 
looks back to me. "Well, go on," he says, making the motion of cast-
ing a rod.  

I look at him, unsure. 
"Oh, you want some of this, don't you?" He taps his beer can. He 

sets it down beside me, then nods, "Just a little sip." 
I lay down the rod. My hands close around the can. It's cold. I lift it 

to my mouth and take a sip. It's bitter and sour. It tastes like horse 
piss. My dad always liked cheap beer. I almost gag and set the can 
down roughly. Dad laughs and takes it from me.  

"You'll learn to appreciate it, I guess," he says. "Now give that 
magic wand a whirl."  

I come to my feet slowly, imagining every bone in my body broken 
and me toppling over like a bunch of Jenga blocks. But I'm fine. I'm 
young, and I'm healthy, and I'm strong. I search my chest for bullet 
holes. I don't have a scratch on me.  

I look down, and there's the pole. I clasp it in my hands. My grip 
on it is so tight it hurts. I release the catch and press my thumb onto 
the line. The tip of the rod makes a wide arch as I swing it behind me. 
Then, in a flash of strength, I whip it forward. The line races out over 
the ocean. The reel purrs in my hand. Fifteen. Twenty. Thirty. Forty. 
Forty-five feet out, the line drops into the water. A smile warms in my 
chest and spreads onto my face. I turn around to look at my dad. He is 
applauding. His arms stretch out towards me as he makes a slow clap. 
He nods his approval, then pats the stone beside him. I sit. 
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He leans over. "You're in fair deep waters now, Shirley. Bigger fish 
for sure, but you run the danger of losing yourself out there." 

I nod and concentrate back on the line. The smell of the beer on his 
breath leaves me, and he sits back up. I reel it in just a little. The rod 
clicks in my hand. I look back up at him.  

He winks. "That's better."  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Epilogue

The dogs came for me.  
They must have been dogs. I couldn't see them, but I could hear 

them barking at each other as they dragged me off the road. They tore 
my clothes and started tugging at my arms, legs and neck. 

__ 

I came around a little bit later. Someone must have chased the dogs 
away. Whoever they were, they had their hands in my stomach, push-
ing my organs around.  

Someone else tilted my head back. I wanted them to stop. If they 
went any farther I knew they'd break my neck. But they didn't stop. 
They lifted my chin and pushed it until I could feel my skull touching 
my shoulder blades. 

I blacked out. 
Bursts of pain sparked off all over my body. The air smelled like 

iodine, plastic bags, salt water and cherry-flavored breath mints. 
Someone was drilling. Maybe it was Terry. I wondered how that math 
teacher was doing. I went back to sleep. 

Hands moved around inside me, packing and unpacking me like a 
suitcase. In my mind, I saw the lugworms that were in the can I had 
knocked over that day back at the shore. They were squirming inside 
the carcass of a pig that was filled with black oil. Someone stitched it 
closed.  

__ 
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I am opening my eyes again. How much time has passed? I am in a 
white room. A faucet is dripping somewhere. A man stands over me 
wearing a pig's face. Another one is to his left with a crocodile head. 
Then a third: a woman in white with the head of a donkey. The room 
smells like chicken broth and metal. 

"He's cognizant," the woman says, shining a light into my eyes. 
"He's only so much meat and bone," the crocodile man says. "Don't 

be very excited just yet." 
The woman leaves to a stack of papers in the corner of the room. 
The crocodile man continues, "Cerebral hemorrhaging pre-cran-

iotomy, ruptured spleen, punctured lung, nine broken ribs, torn ACL 
and meniscus in his right knee, patella shattere-" 

"Have some faith," the pig-faced man says calmly. "For now, just 
tell me about his skeletal system. What are his fractures?" 

"All of them?" the crocodile man says, his voice going high with 
the question, "Name a bone. It's broken." 

"You have to take into account the advanced regenerative capabili-
ties of-" the woman with the donkey head mutters while looking at a 
chart. 

Crocodile man cuts her off, "He will not survive this. And if he 
does, he most assuredly will not be able to walk again." 

She starts flipping through pages of the chart, irritated. "The 
swelling in the brain is no longer an issue. MRI and CT scans show a 
marked decrease in swelling and increase in brain activity. CBC 
shows red blood cells are restoring, leukocytes are at ten thousand 
seven hundred cells per micro liter. CK levels are diminishing. BUN 
readings, calcium levels and electrolyte levels show that the body is 
taking the new kidney very nicely," she rambles.  

I roll my head toward her to get a better look, but Pigface steps 
into view. 
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"Hallooo," he says in a funny accent. Maybe it's Russian. The 
dripping grows louder, then shudders. I cough and realize that the 
dripping sound is my breath. 

"Don't try to speak, Mr. O'Shea. We have a hose in your throat at 
the moment to help you with breathing." He picks something up off 
the tray beside him. "What we have to do next will be very hard for 
you. So, I am going to give you something," he says, his mind on 
whatever's in his hand. "A little sugar to help the medicine go down, 
hmm?" He lifts a syringe and flicks the needle, spraying a little of the 
cool fluid on my face. "Oh, I am so sorry for that, Mr. O'Shea." He 
takes a napkin and wipes my cheek, eyelid and forehead. "Here you 
are," he says, inserting the needle into my IV drip. "Just a spoonful of 
sugar to help the medicine go down," he says again, his voice drop-
ping low and distorted at the end.  

His face fades into the white of the lights. They begin to flicker. 
Then they change colors. First red, then pink, then blue. They flicker 
back to white. Then they're green. All of a sudden, I feel like I'm spin-
ning. I try to hold on, but I can't. The feeling speeds up, the light's 
colors flickering with it. 

Red, pink, blue, white, green, orange, red, yellow, pink, white, red, 
pink, blue, white, green, orange, red, yellow, pink, white. 

Over and over. 
Faster and faster. 
The anthems of eleven different nations ring out with the changing 

colors. Voices, horns, cymbals clang off of each other. “America, the 
Beautiful” grows out of the chaos. It booms louder as images begin to 
flash between the colors. 

A little boy eating a red, blue and white popsicle, its colors drip-
ping down his chin and over his knuckles. He looks up as fireworks 
burst in the sky. 

Wile-E-Coyote straps a rocket to his back and lights the fuse, eye-
ing me viciously. He explodes in a big, lettered POW! and a puff of 
smoke. The smoke smells like melons. I cough, and it clears. 
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A house is on fire. A black lady stands in front of it wailing into the 
arms of a firefighter. The words, "Oh beautiful for pilgrim feet..." roar 
over the sounds of crackling timber and the sobs of the lady. A person 
to my right lights a cigarette. 

The scene changes. It isn't a house that's burning. It's a car. Three 
cars. One of them is a police cruiser. People run in every direction. A 
young guy in a hood throws a tire iron through a shop window. The 
words, "America, America, God shed his grace on thee..." blare from 
speakers in the street. 

A flower blossoms. 
Then the scene is helicopters flying low over the mountains of 

Afghanistan. Buildings broken and smoldering. A woman in an or-
ange shawl lying dead beside her daughter. Then a goat nursing a red-
headed baby. A mass grave. 

"...and crown thy good with brotherhood from sea to shining sea..." 
The images come faster. Other songs, smells, words blend with 

them. 
An omelet frying in a pan.  
Hummingbirds buzz around my ears. My body clenches. 
People cough and sneeze, bleeding from the eyes. 
A man with half of his face eaten away. Another with his chest 

burned and empty eye sockets. They kiss. 
A carousel. 
The pig-faced man. 
Bombs blowing apart buildings. 
Numbers. 7, 9, 23. 
Someone mutters over rosary beads. 
"I’d like an eight-month subscription to ‘Kites and Cadavers’, 

please." 
The smell of burning cinnamon. 
A picture of a man wrapped in bandages in an old children's Bible.  
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"Lazarus! Lazarus!" 
A cold shiver slides down my chest and into my stomach. My head 

fills with whipped cream. 
Blue, 18, 9. An eraser passes over each number as it's written on a 

page. 
A little girl laughs. It's Haley. Haley. 
I squeeze my eyes tight. 
"...requesting a medevac now!" 
Someone taps a bell with a knife, then scrapes the blade over the 

metal. 
My arms and legs are burning. My lower back is sore. Someone is 

pushing marbles into my mouth. 
6, 46. 
The smell of cherry flavored breath mints. 
A microscopic view of a virus. 
Mary Poppins singing, "Just a spoonful of sugar helps the medi-

cine go down" along with the pig-faced man. They sing it over the 
track of “America, the Beautiful”. Past the pig-faced man's shoulder, 
the Mad Hatter fills a teacup with sugar. He keeps pouring and pour-
ing. 

The wings of a butterfly open and close. Every time they open 
again, they are a different color. Red, pink, blue, white, green, orange, 
red. 

A man lights a cigarette and takes a drag. 
I cough. The smell of ammonia fills my nose. I cough some more. 
Haley's with me. No, she's not...but is she? 
Someone smashes a piggybank. Flies buzz out of it, covering my 

face, wriggling into my nose, my ears, my mouth. They blot out the 
lights. I can't move. Everything is black but the buzzing, the buzzing 
and the taste of melon and the numbers. 

A man with calloused hands holds a sleeping baby. 
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A butterfly rips open its cocoon, struggles out of it, and dies. Its 
wings spasm—red, pink, blue. 

My body seizes up again, and I'm flying higher in a dark sky. The 
music is gone. The buzzing is gone. I open my eyes and float to the 
surface of the ocean. It's night. There are stars burning clean and clear 
in the black dome above me. I can't move. 

I float on my back in black water. I'm alone. I watch the sky and 
try to draw the constellations together—to find out where I am. 
What's happening to me? 

"What's happening to me?" I ask. My ears are under the surface, so 
all I hear is the muffled bass of my voice and feel the vibrations of my 
chest. I try to lift my head, but I can't. I lay still, floating on black wa-
ter. 

Then I hear something. I'm not alone. Someone is singing. Her 
voice is low and soothing. 

"Don't worry baby 
Don't worry baby 
Don't worry baby 
Everything will turn out alright 

Don't worry baby 
Don't worry baby 
Don't worry baby." 

Her voice echoes across the water and into the darkness. "Mom?" I 
say, beginning to cry. "Momma?"  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The Hindsight Series continues in Fracture,  coming 2015.  You 
can follow Owen at twitter.com/owenbanner,  find him at owenban-
ner.tumblr.com,  become  a  fan  on  goodreads.com/owenbanner,  and 
subscribe to receive updates at owenbanner.com. 
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