
FRACTURE
by Owen Banner



Text copyright © 2015 Owen Banner  
All Rights Reserved  

This novel is obviously a work of fiction. That being said, any resemblance of 
characters, events, and places to persons, events and places, living or dead, is 

unintentional and completely coincidental.  

If you’d like to find out more about Owen, follow Owen at twitter.com/owenbanner, 
and subscribe to receive updates at owenbanner.com  



Contents



Contents 3 

Author’s Note 7 

Shirley 9 

Haley 11 

Haley 13 

Haley 14 

Shirley 16 

Haley 18 

Shirley 21 

Haley 22 

Shirley 23 

Haley 27 

Autumn 29 

Haley 32 

Shirley 34 

Haley 36 

Shirley 38 

Haley 41 

Shirley 43 

Haley 46 

Shirley 48 

Haley 52 

Shirley 54 

Haley 58 

Shirley 59 

Mark 65 

Haley 72 

Shirley 74 

Haley 78 

Shirley 79 

Haley 82 



Shirley 83 

Haley 87 

Shirley 89 

Haley 92 

Shirley 95 

Haley 98 

Shirley 100 

Haley 101 

Shirley 103 

Haley 107 

Shirley 108 

Haley 111 

Shirley 112 

Haley 115 

Shirley 117 

Haley 119 

Shirley 121 

Haley 128 

Patty 130 

Shirley 132 

Haley 136 

Shirley 139 

Haley 141 

Shirley 143 

Haley 149 

Shirley 150 

Haley 152 

Shirley 154 

Haley 155 

Shirley 157 

Miriam 160 



Haley 163 

Shirley 166 

Haley 168 

Shirley 170 

Haley 173 

Shirley 177 

Haley 185 

Shirley 187 

Haley 193 

Shirley 200 

Haley 204 

Shirley 208 

Haley 213 

Epilogue: Haley 217 

Epilogue: Shirley 221 

Acknowledgments 228



Author’s Note

 I want to thank you for picking up this book. Before you dive in, let me explain two 
important things. First, Fracture is a continuation of Hindsight, the first book in this 
series, so if you haven’t read that one yet, make sure to grab it before you read any 
further. Seriously, there are some big spoilers in the next paragraph. Put this down and 
pick up Hindsight first. It’s a fast-paced read with plenty of action and twists to keep you 
turning the pages and get you ready for Fracture. I’ve discounted it to make it cheap and 
easy for you to get ahold of. 

Second, if you have read Hindsight, you’ll notice two big differences between that 
book and this one. Right off the block, you’ll find that this book is not just about Shirley. 
You will switch between his voice and Haley’s for most of the story, but there are a few 
chapters where the microscope zooms out and you see the action from a different point of 
view. Stay with it. Once you’re in the rhythm, it moves naturally. Also, you’ll find that 
the blistering pace of Hindsight has slowed down at the beginning of this book. Rest 
assured, this book begins as a slow burn, but ends roaring louder and wilder than even 
Hindsight. 

I hope you enjoy Fracture. I’d love to hear your comments, questions, or suggestions 
on OwenBanner.com, Twitter, and Goodreads. Thanks again. I’ll meet you at the end. 

Sincerely, 
Owen Banner  



 For my parents, who taught me to value the secret pain and the stories that people 
have to tell. 



Shirley

I woke, blurry and with puddles of tears in my eyes. 
"Momma?" I said, but the sound that left my throat was a rasp like wind blowing 

through a screen door. I closed my eyes. The tears trickled over my temples and down 
into my ears, muting out a noise that I was starting to register. I heard my heartbeat 
thumping steady and slow.  

I'm alive, I thought. I’m alive? How the hell? 
I remembered Nick—the red rims around his eyes and the barrel of his gun. He found 

Rory, I had thought, and Isaac screamed, "Do it now!" I pulled a trigger. The pistol 
kicked. A bullet crunched through Isaac's skull. The impact of Nick's first bullet shoved 
me towards the window. One in the shoulder. I felt the pain blossom with the thought. A 
spiderweb of lines spread out on crackling glass. The second bullet punched through my 
lung, and the glass shattered. 

I remembered the third bullet that chased me out into the air. It struck a shard of glass 
above me and turned it into powder, sprinkling me with it like Tinkerbell with her pixie 
dust. That wasn’t right. If it had been pixie dust, I would have flown. 

I remember falling and how beautiful it was. I had been praying. I’m sorry. I'm so 
sorry. For all the people I killed and all the people that I should have killed, I'm sorry. 

Haley. What about Haley? I thought, laying there, awake now, listening to my heart 
beating. Isaac had said she was alive. A bluff? I don't know, but I have to find her. 

Then I remembered the loud crunch of every bone in my body breaking at once and 
the feeling of being ripped open at the seams. The memory of that pain left my mind and 
surged into my body, jolting my eyes open. I breathed in a short gasp for life through 
clenched teeth. It was there—that stale, musty air. I focused my eyes.  

The ceiling slanted down above me. It came to rest on a vanity crowded with pictures. 
The fluid drained from my ears, until I could hear through my heartbeat to a second 
rhythm. Footsteps. I couldn't make out the pictures—my eyes were still blurry—but at 
the bottom of my field of sight was a quilt covering my legs and stopping at my waist. I 
knew where I was. Bernie's, I thought. 

"Oh shite!" I heard someone gasp. 
I rolled my head towards the door. 
"Shirley?"  she said, her brown hair cut to just above her shoulders. Her blue-green 

eyes were wide as she said it again, "Shirley…you're awake. Aunt Bernie, he's awake!" 
she turned her head and yelled down the stairs.  

"Hey Erin," I tried to say, the words scraping and jumbling up on their way out my 
windpipe. I heard myself say, "Nnhrrn." 

Erin looked at me with concern growing on her face. She walked into the room. 
Bernie thundered up the stairs behind her. "Oh Savior," she muttered as she stopped in the 
doorway, hand to her chest. Then she followed Erin to the bed. Erin sat down. Bernie 



stood, hovering over my face like a mother chicken, touching my forehead, scanning my 
eyes, smoothing my hair back—it had grown. "Shirley, oh, thank you Jesus," Bernie said, 
without breathing between the words, “Thank you, Jesus. Shirley, can you hear me? Can 
you speak, Shirley?" 

"Mnkrsha," I mumbled. 
Bernie's eyes went wide—half in excitement that I could make any noise at all, I 

guess—but the other half was fear. 
"Dnmko," I tried again. 
"Don't tire yourself.” Bernie's excitement faded. “The important thing is that you’re 

awake. I’ll fetch you some hot tea." She kissed me and patted me on the head, then left. 
My eyes rolled from her back to Erin. I couldn't read her. She put her hand on my 

knee. It tingled with her touch. Good sign. 
"Can you feel that?" she asked. 
I nodded. Another good sign. 
A small smile, then she traced my leg down to my toes. She pinched my big toe 

through the quilt. "And this?" 
I nodded again. 
She switched to the other leg, starting at my toes, checking for a response as she 

traveled up my leg. When her hand crossed over my kneecap, I felt my heartbeat double-
time it. Seeing the look on my face, she stopped with her hand on my knee. Her eyes 
darted away and her mouth flickered into a smile that she quickly snuffed out by pressing 
her lips together. “Well, everything seems to be in working order,” she said, making it 
even harder for her to press down that smile. 

I laughed, but it sounded more like a cough. 
Her smile faded. “I’m sure that’ll pass too, Shirley. You’ve come through a lot. I 

can’na believe you even survived.” 
Does she know? I thought. Damn, she’s beautiful. 
“Just rest, Shirley. We’ll talk later.” She started to stand, but I pushed my hand over 

hers. I had to ask her—to find out what she knew. Downstairs, a teakettle was whistling. I 
pushed myself onto my elbow and tried to sit up. A milky white spilled across my vision 
as the whistling teakettle drowned out Erin’s voice. Heat rolled over me in a wave, and a 
rush of air left my lungs. The room tilted sideways. 



Haley

I lay between the steel frames of a hospital bed while my Aunt Winnie cried. The 
doctor, a man named Sumesh Jandari, told her in his New-Delhi-now-New-Yorker 
accent, "Your daughter, madame, she should not be alive. It is a miracle that she survived 
the incident. A bullet passing through the brain creates a vortex…" He stopped, probably 
noticing that Aunt Winnie wasn't one of those women who appreciated technical 
explanations. "Imagine a tornado passing through a trailer park. Each trailer destroyed 
amplifies the magnitude of the damage caused by the tornado, because it supplies it with 
debris. In the same way, a bullet passing through the brain would do enough damage 
because it spins and twists through the brain, stirring it like you would mix a batter with 
an egg beater. Add to that the broken fragments of the skull that the bullet pulls into that 
spinning motion, and you have a recipe for certain death.” 

I felt the weight of my aunt’s hand on the frame of my bed. She sniffed. 
"I'm sorry," Dr. Jandari said, "but what I mean to say is that death is instantly caused 

by so much trauma in 99.6 percent of cases," he paused, knowing that he wasn’t giving 
her the comfort she needed. "Your daughter, madame, she is unique. By all previous 
accounts, she should not be here in this bed beside us,” he touched my foot through the 
white, cotton blanket, “but she is. And that is a miracle. I have never seen this before. We 
do not know how long the coma will last or whether she will wake or not. I must tell you 
it is not likely that she will wake. Even if she does, there may be serious complications 
caused by the damage to her brain. I do not want to give you a false hope, but, perhaps, 
you have been given a small grace.” 

I imagined her coffee-brown eyes puffy with tears as she said, “thank you, doctor… 
Johndairy,” mispronouncing his name.  

He didn’t bother to correct her. Instead, he said, “We will give her the best of care,” 
and then he left. 

As the door clicked, Aunt Winnie began to cry again. I don’t know how long she 
cried. At some point, she wiped her nose and bent down to kiss me. I felt the warmth of 
her breath on my cheek. “Haley,” she said, “you can wake up now.” 

I wanted to. I was screaming inside my head, “Aunt Winnie, I can hear you! I’m 
alive!”  

“You’re safe now, Haley. No one is going to hurt you here.” Her voice broke.  
The words brought back a rush of memories so fast and so hard that they crowded into 

every corner of my brain, pushing at the walls. Each one of them was more painful than 
the last. 

“I’m sorry, Haley. I should have been there. You shouldn’t have ever been taken.” She 
swallowed, “I’m so sorry. This shouldn’t have happened to you.” She kissed me.  “God, 
please let her live,” she prayed.  

“Why?” I asked the same God. “What did I do wrong?” 



“Let her wake up just as smart and happy as she always was,” Winnie said, then she 
added, “and let her forget. Let her forget what’s happened to her.” 

The words made me angry. “Make me forget,” I prayed. 
“Jesus, please,” she waited for a moment. Hot tears splashed down on my cheek and 

forehead. Then she said, “And Lord, may your angels be with Shirley, wherever he is. 
Amen.”  

“Shirley,” I thought. “Shirley is why I’m here.” 
Aunt Winnie wiped her tears off my face and sat down on the leather couch at the foot 

of the bed. She didn’t talk for the rest of that night, but, every now and then, I heard her 
crying. 



Haley

In the room, someone breathed. They seemed to choke on the breath and coughed. 
There was a rattling like a can of spray paint being shaken, and then an inhaler shot a 
burst of cold, clean air as they heaved in. I waited for them to say something, but instead, 
the door opened, closed, and then the room was silent. 

In those first few weeks, I could never tell if I was asleep or awake. I faded in and out 
of consciousness so much that I only caught bits of conversations, but they got jumbled 
up with other memories—my mind trying to put itself back together. I dreamed of my 
mom, but when she opened her mouth to talk, she sounded like a young Hispanic woman. 
Shirley’s voice was a vacuum cleaner. I knew they took the feeding tube out of my nose 
and put it into my stomach. I knew because I felt them push the needle through my belly 
and into my stomach. Gradually, I started to stay awake for longer periods of time, 
spending hours lying in the darkness behind my eyelids, listening to the world going on 
around me. 

After the door closed, it opened again a little bit later to the sound of a lady talking 
loudly from the reception desk outside. The cleaning lady stepped in as the desk manager 
yelled in her direction. 

“Savannah,” she called, “The patient in room four-seventeen threw up all over the 
floor this morning, and five-o-nine has a funny smell coming from somewhere in the 
room. Where have you been?” 

“I’m sorry. My car wouldn’t start,” came the thin reply. I guessed that Savannah was 
in her late thirties with dirty brown, curly hair. Don’t ask me why. That’s just how I 
pictured her. 

“Go to four-seventeen first, then take care of five-o-nine. You can come back to that 
room after you finish the other two.” 

Savannah wheeled her cart back out the door, leaving me with the itch I was starting 
to have on my forehead and the headache I’d just become aware of. The pressure 
throbbed in and out to an intensity so high I wanted someone to come in and drill a hole 
in head to let it out. 

Come on Haley. Wake up, I told myself. Then I tried to move, focusing all my 
concentration on cracking open my eyelids. A dark cloud started forming at the front of 
my brain. Come on, please. Do it. God, please. I focused even harder. Just open them. It’s 
not hard. Open your eyes, dammit! 



Haley

The nurse, a girl who’d just graduated from Temple, replaced my saline drip. She 
started to change the bandage on my forehead where that bastard, Leon, had pointed a 
gun and shot me. I heard Aunt Winnie gasp as the tape sucked off of my skin. 

“Oh, I’m sorry,” the nurse said, smelling like vanilla and rose, “I didn’t know you 
were awake. I can come back later.” 

“No, it’s okay,” Aunt Winnie said, “I’ll need to learn how to change those bandages 
anyway, once she wakes up.” She said it confidently, like I was just taking a nap. The 
couch shifted as she stood up. Her footsteps started towards my bed, but stopped 
somewhere around my feet. “Maybe I’ll watch you next time,” she said. “Is there a water 
fountain nearby?” 

“There’s a vending machine to your right, once you exit. Just head towards the blue 
chairs. There’s a chapel if you’ve gone too far.” 

“Thank you,” Aunt Winnie said. The door clicked open, and the sound of nurses 
chattering at the station outside rushed into the room. A telephone started to ring just as 
the door shut and muted out the sound. 

“Poor lady,” the nurse, said. She finished with me and started to leave, but the door 
opened again before she got there. 

“Hey sexy,” came a man’s voice before a kiss. 
“Bill, what are you doing?” the nurse said, not exactly sounding like she wanted him 

to go away. 
“I saw you through the window and had to say ‘hi’.” Another kiss. 
“Hi,” she said shortly, and then a sound like she’d patted him on the chest. The door 

opened again. 
“Wait, wait, wait,” Bill said, softly, as the door closed again. “When’s your next 

break?” 
“Five minutes ago.” 
“Ooh, how about now?” He must have reached for her. 
“How ‘bout ‘no’?” 
“What? Her? Jandari told me she took a bullet to the brain. He’s amazed she’s still 

alive, but that girl is a cucumber, Rosie.” 
“Bill…” 
“Rosie, you’re a nurse. You can’t get sentimental. Right now, Miss Personality over 

there is dancing with the unicorns.” 
“Bill, I wasn’t talking about her. Her mom—she’s going to be back any minute.” 
“Oh. Alright. I’ll call you later, okay?” 
“Okay.” 



The door opened and closed again. I thought the nurse had left, but I heard her take a 
deep breath and realized she was still there. Her pen tapped on her clipboard. A moment 
later, Aunt Winnie came back. 

“How is she?” Aunt Winnie asked. 
“She’s fine,” Rosie said. “Her body has been through a lot. She just needs a little more 

time to rest, and I’m sure she’ll wake up.” 
“Thank you,” Aunt Winnie said, sounding like she was smiling. 
“If you or your daughter needs anything, just push this button here, alright?” 
“Thank you,” Aunt Winnie said again. 
Rosie walked to the door. 
“She’s not my daughter,” Winnie’s voice cracked. 
“Pardon?” 
“Haley’s not my daughter. She’s my niece.” 
“Oh, I’m sorry.” 
“It’s alright. I just thought we might be seeing each other a bit, so I wanted to let you 

know.” 
There was a pause, and then the nurse said, “My name’s Rosie.” 
“Winnie.” 
“It’s nice to meet you, Winnie.” 
“You too, Rosie. Thank you for taking care of Haley.” 
“My pleasure.” 



Shirley

I came to with the smell of bacon marching up the stairs. 
Sunlight was coming through the small window above the bed in a single shaft. It 

landed on the vanity at the foot of the bed. Photos dotted the surface of the maple-stained 
wood like toy soldiers arranged for battle. My eyes were clearer this time, so I could 
make them out. Most of them were of Rory. I was in his room, I remembered. Then I saw 
him laying there, looking up at me as a pool of blood spread from under his back. The 
way his eyes flicked up to me as he wheezed through the hole in his lung had reminded 
me of the fox we killed behind the farm. In two of the photos, he was smiling—an easy, 
but fierce, look on his face. He was with his younger brother, Nick, in one of them. They 
were in a pub. Rory had his arms over the shoulders of two trampy-looking women, a 
bottle of Guinness in his left hand. The flash of the camera had given him, Nick, and the 
girls red orbs for eyes. Nick sat uncomfortably on the stool beside the blonder of the two 
women, smiling dopily at the camera. He was pale—probably had drunk too much and 
was about to toss it all over the blonde’s knee-high boots. I wondered where he was now. 
His eyes had been red, too, when I’d seen him last—when he’d had the barrel of a pistol 
pointed at me. He’d shot me twice and tried a third time. What happened to him? Prison? 
Dead? I hoped not. I hoped he’d gotten away, somewhere far where he could forget what 
he’d done and start over. I could have killed him—killed him like I did that Afghani boy
—put two in his chest and watched him drown in his own blood. But I didn’t. I let him 
live. I needed him to live. 

Why am I not dead? I thought. I should be dead. Maybe I am. Maybe this is heaven. 
Bernie and Erin? This could be heaven. The faces of the Nigerian woman and her baby 
and the zombie ballerina screamed into my mind. No. This can’t be heaven. I don’t 
deserve heaven. Either I’m alive, or that bacon I’m smelling is the smell of Lucifer taking 
a blowtorch to some bastard in the room next door. 

I focused back on the pictures. The other photo of Rory showed him as a boy—close 
to fourteen or something—holding a Roman candle with his dad. Nick sat on his mom’s 
lap behind them on the stoop of their apartment. She was a pretty lady—slender with 
dark, wavy hair and small, but gentle-looking, eyes. Rory, missing a middle tooth, looked 
so excited he could have blasted off with that fireball. 

To the right of the image was a shot of Rory as a teenager with a bunch of other punks
—probably his Westie buddies. He wasn’t smiling in that one and neither were the other 
guys. The shaft of light landed on that photo and the next two: a picture of Rory and Isaac 
smoking pipes in the living room downstairs and another of the whole gang with fishing 
gear. The image lined up Isaac, Nick, Rory, Paddy, Sleepy George, Frankie, Gordon, Jans, 
and Erin against a dock with a lake spreading out behind it. Half the men in that photo 
are dead now, I realized. Rory, who was so alive in those photos, bled out on the floor of 
Rosemary apartment 4E. I had watched Isaac pull the trigger on Paddy, his best friend, 



and seen the big man slump over, a hole in the side of his head. Then I’d put one in 
Isaac’s skull before Nick sent two slugs into my back.  

The shaft of light on the photo made me think of a movie I’d watched as a kid where a 
UFO shoots down a beam to teleport up the farmer who’s never heard from again. Movie 
scared the shit out of me as a seven year old. Any time I had to walk home from a friend’s 
house at night, I’d sprint from one tree to another so that the UFO’s couldn’t get me.  

Just like that farmer, those men were gone. Part of me couldn’t believe it. Most of me 
couldn’t. I didn’t know what to believe at that point. I had taken a plunge from eighty 
feet, plowed through a glass awning and into the asphalt. I remembered laying there, not 
knowing whether I was breathing out or in, looking at three of my teeth scattered on the 
asphalt like a game of Yahtzee. But when I ran my tongue over my teeth in that bedroom, 
they were all there. I used the tip of my tongue to count each one, and I wasn’t missing a 
single tooth.  

This can’t be real, I thought. Something is wrong.  
I knew that, any moment, Isaac was going to round the corner with a plate of bacon 

and a cigar. If I had lived, then maybe he had too. Maybe Paddy wasn’t dead, and I’d 
dreamt the whole thing. Maybe Haley was alive and at home with Aunt Winnie and 
Shamis, just waiting for me to come back.   

So I waited. I focused my breathing. I tried to search my mind for a memory I’d 
forgotten that might fill in the blanks. I recounted my steps on those last two days. I 
started with the meeting with Paddy where he’d told me that he could get Haley out of 
danger but that he needed me to take down Isaac’s shooters. I pictured each bullet as it 
left my M24, thundering across the city to end the life of Eimes in the tower, then Turk—
two for Turk—and then Franco in the Ferris wheel. I watched Rory bleed out again in my 
mind. Sleepy drove me through an office cubicle. I kicked him in the mouth, and he 
collapsed. Then I grabbed Isaac’s crisp, grey jacket and threw him across the room to 
where two of his other thugs lay dead. The elevator dinged behind me. Nick was there. 
He was there with the gun and the blood stains on his shirt from holding his big brother’s 
dead body. Isaac screamed. I touched the gun to his forehead and pulled the trigger. Then 
I was falling with a bullet in my shoulder and another burning in my lung. I hit the 
ground. Thinking about it in the bed, I flinched again. I watched the darkness spread from 
where my eye touched the street, eat up the buildings, and then swallow the sky. Then 
sirens. They brought me back. 

I flexed my toes, watching the quilt shift with their movement. I worked each muscle 
from my calves up to my jaw.  I clenched my fists. How am I not paralyzed? I bent my 
knees, slowly, watching the covers rise, afraid the lower half of my body was about to 
disconnect from the upper half. It didn’t. I pushed myself back against the headboard, 
planting my arms at my side to slide my torso up till I was almost sitting; then I laid my 
head back against the headboard and blacked out. My last thought was, Okay, so I’m not 
in hell, but how am I not in prison?  



Haley

Aunt Winnie stayed all day, every day for the first week or two—or more; I couldn’t 
tell. Time skipped backwards and forward in my head. Then it flipped and mashed 
together and stretched. I was in my hospital room. Then I was in that basement again. I 
would scream to make it stop, but no sound came out of my throat.  

Anyway, Winnie had to go back to work. She would come by after it and sleep on the 
couch every night. She didn’t cry as much then. I think getting back into a routine helped 
her. Beth, a tall, brunette Connecticut girl, who was my roommate, had kept Shamis, 
Shirley’s Irish setter, after I was taken. Aunt Winnie brought him home on the third week, 
but that meant that she needed to stay home at least three nights out of the week. I was 
happy for her, but I missed her. I missed Shamis too—the way his rough tongue lapped 
against my face when I wrestled him to the ground. The day before they took me, Beth 
and I had painted Shamis nails and put a hat and bib on him. Then we’d sat down and had 
a tea-party like we were little girls, laughing the whole time. Shamis didn’t get the joke. 
He just sat there, tongue wagging out of his mouth, looking from me to Beth and back to 
me and barking when we fell over because we were laughing so hard. 

Beth came to visit me a few times in those first three weeks. 
“Peaches,” she said—Beth called me “Peaches”, because I loved Mario as a kid, and I 

had this Princess Peach shirt that I always slept in when we first roomed together
—“Everybody says ‘hey’,” she continued. “We all miss you. Can’t wait for you to come 
back to school. And I can’t figure out how to get the garage door open, so you’ve got to 
wake up, like now.” She sat down on a chair beside the bed. “I brought your faves,” she 
said, pulling up a little table and turning on her laptop. As soon as the British accents 
started, I knew that she was talking about “The Downtons”, which is what we called 
Downton Abbey. We did that with everything—adding a “the”, shortening it, then adding 
an “s” at the end. 

“I was going to bring the Hannibals, but I didn’t think that’d be appropriate,” she said, 
laying her hand on top of mine.  

I wanted to laugh. I wanted to cry. Halfway through “The Downtons”, we always 
started trying out our British accents, repeating each line after the characters and laughing 
at each other. Because of that, we never really understood what was going on in the show. 
We just liked the British-ness of it. 

“Would you stay? If I asked you to?” Beth repeated Matthew. 
“Oh, Matthew. You don’t mean that,” I said, copying Mary. “You know yourself we 

carry more luggage than the porters at King’s Cross. And what about the late Mr. 
Pamuk? Won’t he resurrect himself every time we argued?” Beth didn’t hear me. 

She followed a few more lines on her own, laughing a little to herself. Then, after a 
little while, we just listened. 



“God, I’m sorry, Haley,” Beth said. I didn’t know when she’d started crying. “I should 
have called the cops sooner.” 

“It’s not your fault,” I said, hearing my voice in my head, but knowing my lips 
weren’t moving. 

She laid her forehead on my arm and ran her fingers over the back of my hand. “It’s 
going to get real boring if you don’t come home soon,” she said, sniffing. “I’m going to 
turn into one of those women who knit or macramé or something…then I’ll macramé a 
giant penis and put it over your bed.” She lifted her forehead off my arm and laughed. 
“I’ll do it. Don’t try me, girl. You better wake up and stop me.” 

Beth threatened me a little more. She was going to put frogs in my bed, dye my hair 
pea-green, pour whey-protein into my feeding tube so I would get fat. Then she got quiet 
again. “I miss you,” she said. “I have to go. Dr. Erkel”—which is what we called our 
human anatomy professor, Dr. Erkstein—“is giving us a quiz tomorrow, and I haven’t 
studied.” She gathered up her stuff, shutting her computer in the middle of the music that 
plays at the end of each Downton episode. “I know what you’re thinking, ‘As if you need 
to study any more anatomy, Beth.’ Oh, yeah, Chris and I broke up. It’s really not worth 
getting into. I’ll tell you next time.” She kissed me on the cheek. “I love you, Peaches. 
And remember,” she whispered sinisterly, “macramé penis.” She laughed maniacally, 
then said, “but really, I love you,” and gave me another kiss. 

The door closed, and I was alone. That was hard. I felt like a little girl sleeping in my 
own room for the first time. All the monsters came out from under the bed, trying to drag 
me down to hell with them. I remembered the night that they took me. Beth had stayed 
the night with Chris, and Aunt Winnie was watching Shamis, so I was alone in our small 
house near campus. The big man, Frankie—the one with only four fingers—pressed his 
hand down on my mouth and my eyes opened to see his face. 

“Don’t scream,” his misshapen jaw said. 
Another guy wrapped my hands in duct tape. Frankie lifted each finger from my lips 

slowly. I was shaking. I tried to scream, but it got caught in my throat, and they wrapped 
my mouth and threw a bag over my head.  

“Get some clothes,” Frankie told the other guy in an accent that sounded Irish. “And a 
toothbrush. And other stuff. Women stuff.” Then he picked me up and carried me out to 
the van waiting outside. It was that quick. 

They drove for hours, until I heard rocks and tree limbs scraping underneath the tires. 
I couldn’t breathe under that hood. I felt like my lungs were collapsing. In the moments 
when I could actually think, the only thought I could hear in my head was, Why is this 
happening? When they took off the hood, I was in a small room with an old, scuffed 
wooden bedframe topped by a musty, stained pinstripe mattress. There was a rocking 
chair in the corner and an end-table with a lamp. Frankie walked me over and sat me 
down on the mattress. I was so scared, I didn’t even care how gross it was. 



“I’m gonna take the tape off you,” he said. “Don’t bother screaming or running. We’re 
too far from anywhere for it to do you any good, and I don’t want to listen to it, so I’ll 
tape you back up again if you try. Do you understand?” 

I nodded, trying to make myself stop breathing so fast. I was feeling light-headed and 
nauseous. His face was like a jigsaw puzzle with some missing pieces that had been 
replaced by silly putty. With only the light overhead, every bone that stuck out and 
muscular knot was outlined against his mangled, scarred-over skin. He was hideous, like 
Frankenstein’s monster tucking me into bed. He reached for the corner of the tape on my 
mouth, and I jerked back, instinctively. 

“Well, if you like it so much, I can leave it on for you,” he said. 
I shook my head and leaned forward, feeling like I was putting my head in the mouth 

of a lion. The tape left a cold sting as it peeled off my face. I gasped. 
“This will go better if you cooperate,” he said, wadding up the tape, then pulling a 

knife off of his belt. 
My heart stopped. “No, please,” I said, pushing myself back against the wall, 

“please-” 
He reached forward as he flicked open the knife, grabbing my hands and slicing 

through the tape in one motion. 
I looked down at my wrists, stunned.  
Frankie ripped off the tape and added it to the first strip. “I don’t want to hurt you, 

girl,” he said. “You’re an insurance policy. You’re just here for safe-keeping. The rest of 
it depends on your brother.” 

I looked up, “Shirley? Why-” I started to ask, but Frankie pushed up off his chair and 
walked out of the room, shutting the door behind him. On the other side of it, a bolt slid 
into place. 

I put my feet on the floor, slowly, thinking that if I left the bed, an alarm would go off, 
and they would come back in to punish me. I stood up, though, and, feeling the sticky bar 
of skin where the tape had been, I walked to the far wall. I looked for another door or a 
window, but there weren’t any. The floor was concrete and cold, so I figured that I was in 
the basement. I wanted so bad just to scream and start banging on that door, but, at the 
moment, I felt safe behind it. I didn’t want to bring that monster or any of the other men 
back into the bedroom. I sat down on the rocking-chair, images of what they would do to 
me playing in my head, and one thought in the background: Shirley. 



Shirley

It was dark, and I was lying in a field of tall grass that had been trampled down.  
There were no stars in the sky, no clouds either. It was just black. I didn’t know how 

I’d gotten there. I looked down at my chest. I was shirtless—naked actually, when I 
looked further. I sat up, then pushed myself to my feet. 

A distant blue glow skirted the Eastern horizon over the hills, vaguely lighting up the 
field. Someone was singing, faintly. I recognized the tune and followed it. A breeze was 
blowing, kicking up the smell of the dry grass, which shifted and cracked under my feet. 

“Don’t worry, baby,” the voice sang, 
“Don’t worry, baby. 
Don’t worry, baby. 
Everything will turn out alright.” 
“Momma?” I called out into the darkness over a hill that descended ahead of me. My 

voice was weak, but clear. “Mom?” I shouted. 
She stopped. For a moment, the breeze was the only sound, pushing through the grass 

and up against my legs. Then she started singing again, the same as before.  
I walked through the trampled, tall grass, straws of it catching between my toes. I 

came to the edge of the hill and took a step. The ground gave way, crumbling under my 
foot, pitching me forward down a slope of raw dirt where the hill had been carved away. I 
tumbled and slid, unable to pull my arms and legs in. My knee hit a rock, and fireworks 
of pain exploded up and down my leg. I started to yell, but my face skidded across an 
exposed tree root, muffling my voice. I landed hard on my back, knocking the wind out 
of me, somersaulted, coming down on my neck, rolled once, and stopped. My skin 
slapped against something that gave just a little. It was cold and damp with the night’s 
dew, slippery against my chest as I pushed myself up. My weight shifted it as I tried to 
stand, and I fell, face smacking into it again. That’s when I saw the eyes. They were open, 
spackled with dirt, lifeless. I pushed myself up, feeling the warmth of the slope against 
my back, and let my sight adjust. It was a body, but not just one—hundreds of them, piled 
up on top of each other. In the dim light, I could see that what I had landed in was a grey 
hill of naked human skin, with limbs and heads and hair sticking out of it. 

Over my shoulder, the voice sang,  
“Don’t Worry, Baby.  
Everything will turn out alright.” 



Haley

My mind woke to Raheem’s voice saying “…here.” He laid something over the sheet 
that covered me. The weight of it was familiar, but the smell of it—Polo Sport mixed 
with the scent of Raheem’s own body—that’s what told me what it was. “Beth told me 
you never took it off,” he smiled, talking about the hoodie lying on top of me. “Said she 
had to wrestle you out of it and into a dress to go to Mass. Just let me know next time. 
I’ve got a suit you can borrow.” 

In my mind I sat up and threw my arms around him. I tried so hard. 
“I’d put it on you, myself, but I don’t think the nurses would be cool with that—

besides, I don’t want to unplug anything, mess with all these wires, you know?” His 
fingers brushed the side of my face, making sure to avoid the patch of gauze that covered 
the bullet hole on my forehead. “Playin’ Kent State Thursday night. Wish you could 
come.” His hand trailed down my neck and onto my shoulder, making them tingle. “It’s 
gonna be a close game. I know how you like those—crazy, white girl screaming my name 
from the stands. I like it. I’m gonna miss you there, Haley.” His fingers tapped my arm. 
“Look, I got some homework to do—business plan. I brought it with me, though, so I’ll 
just stay here with you and work on it if that’s alright.” 

I heard his backpack unzipping as he walked over to the couch. 
“Oh yeah, the rest of the guys on the team told me to give you their best,” he said, 

sitting down. “They bought the flowers.” 
With the hoodie on my chest, I could hardly smell them. 
“Tory says ‘hey’ too, by the way. Says she’ll come by after work tomorrow.” He 

opened up his computer. “There’s a lot of people that love you, girl.” 
His keyboard started clicking under his fingers. He didn’t say much else for the rest of 

the night, but it was nice just having him there. I wondered, though, if he would still want 
me after what had happened to me. The thought dragged me down to a dark place. I felt 
like I was swimming in tar and it kept pulling me under. I tried to shake myself out of if, 
but it’s hard to do when blackness is the only thing you can see. 

Some time later, Amy, one of the nurse interns, came in with Rosie. They changed my 
fluids and my bandages, checked the monitors on the machine to my left, and laid 
Raheem’s hoodie over my legs. Then the door shut again, leaving me with the grassy tang 
of the flowers to my left and the mellow sweetness of Raheem’s scent on the hoodie at 
my feet. I went back to sleep imagining Raheem holding me in an endless field of 
flowers, the tapping of his keyboard fading into the chirp of birds and crickets. 



Shirley

“Shirley,” the voice startled me awake. 
I opened my eyes. My head throbbed, and it felt like there was a railroad spike lodged 

in my neck. But Erin was there, and that took my mind off the pain—at least until I tried 
to move. 

“And how did you manage that?” she asked. 
I was still propped up against the headboard, my neck resting on the curved, wooden 

top of it. 
“Don’t know,” I struggled. 
Her eyes widened. “He speaks?” she said. “He wakes. He speaks. What’s next, 

Shirley? Backflips?” 
“Nadmsoo,” I said, losing a grip on the words. Deflated, I dropped my head back, 

thumping it against the headboard. 
“Nevermind that, Shirley,” Erin said, bringing a cup of warm tea towards my lips. 

“Try some of this. It’s Aunt Bernie’s own elixir. She’s had it made for you since 
yesterday. Colds, aches, pains, sore-throats, amputations, and whatever-else-ails-ya, 
this’ll cure it.” 

While the smell of the tea steamed up my nose, lemony and spicy, it washed down my 
throat too, tasting like ginger and honey and grass. My throat had been so dry, I drank the 
whole cup down in four swallows. 

“Woah there, Shirley!” Erin said as I gulped the last of it. 
“More,” I managed, my throat feeling better, “please.” 
“Comin’ right up,” she smiled, feeling my forehead before she turned and left. 
My eyes followed her out the door, doing more to wake me up than a whole pitcher of 

that stuff I had just drank would. But then I realized the mistake I’d made. I was still 
propped awkwardly against the headboard, my neck, lower back, and ass aching from the 
angle. I should have asked her to help me move before she left. I didn’t really feel like 
chancing it again by myself. Instead, I rolled my head from side to side, amazed that I 
could even do that. When I looked towards the window, I noticed the IV drip and a 
feeding tube running down into my wrist and stomach. That explained the stiffness I had 
felt there. How long have I been here? I thought. 

I pushed down the covers. I had lost weight, probably thirty or forty pounds. My ribs 
pressed up against the skin around them. Surgical scars criss-crossed my chest and 
abdomen, and at my stomach, there was a white patch of gauze with a tube sticking out of 
it. I remembered the dogs tearing at my limbs, barking at each other. That must have been 
the EMTs. Someone had their hands inside me, packing and unpacking me like a suitcase. 
Iodine, plastic bags, salt water and cherry-flavored breath mints. The memory came 
back. And something else. There was someone talking, wasn’t there? I tried to remember 
if that was true, but couldn’t come up with anything. 



The stairs creaked. “Shite,” Erin said, then, “Right, Shirley, this time I brought the 
whole kettle,” as she rounded the corner. There was a dark splotch on the flannel and 
jeans she was wearing. “What’s left in the pitcher and not on my body, that is.” 

 I wouldn’t mind a cup of that, either, I thought, but knew that’d be the wrong thing to 
say. We might have had a chance before, but after that night in the barn, I knew she 
would never trust me again. How could I blame her? I’d almost killed her.  

She walked up to the bed, her blue-green eyes noticing the covers I had pushed down. 
“Oh, yeah,” I said, reaching for the quilt. 
“You tryin’ ta seduce me, Shirley?” she smiled with an eyebrow cocked. 
I laughed. “Nah, just wanted to survey the damage.” Surprisingly, the words sounded 

right, even though my voice was weak and raspy. “Sorry,” I said, tugging the covers up a 
little. 

“Oh, don’t bother with that, Shirley. You don’t have any secrets from me anymore,” 
she laughed, pouring a cup. 

“You been taking advantage of me?” I smiled, not sure if that was a mistake. 
“Ack, if you call changing your bedpan taking advantage, then I suppose you’re 

right.” 
“Ummm, thanks,” I said, shifting to get more comfortable and taking the cup from 

her. “For the tea and…for that.” Yep. There goes the possibility of romance, I thought, 
forever. 

“Don’t mention it, Shirley.” 
I drank the tea, burying my face in the cup to avoid making eye contact with her. My 

arms strained against the weight of the teacup. 
She pulled it down. “Slowly,” Erin said. “Besides, I tend sheep and cattle, Shirley. 

There’s nothing you can throw at me that they haven’t, literally, thrown at me.” 
I laughed, the shock of it triggering a tightness and a twinge in my stomach. “You 

know, I don’t mind changing the subject.” 
“Well, then, what would you like to talk about, Shirley?” She said, rising from the 

bed. She set the kettle down on the vanity beside the picture of her, Rory, Isaac, Paddy 
and the rest. Her fingers rested on the handle for a second, then she poured me another 
cup. She handed it to me with the corner of a biscuit. 

“What’s going on, Erin?” 
“What do you mean? I think it’s pretty clear.” She sat down on the bed, “You’re 

having a cuppa tea and a bit o’ biccy.”  
“Yeah, I got that much.” 
She smiled. 
“I mean, what am I doing here?” 
“Right,” she sighed, glancing at the floor. “The doctor said you mightn’t remember. 

You were in an accident,” she said, her throat tightening, “with Paddy and Isaac. It was 



late on the way back from your fishing, and another car hit you head-on. Isaac and Paddy 
were in the front seat. ‘They died in the instant,’ the police said, but you didn’t.”  

There was a pause. I looked into the tea, noticing bits of black debris shifting around 
in the bottom of it. When I looked back up at Erin, she was studying me. 

“Is that how it happened, Shirley?” she asked. 
I saw Paddy kneeling on two blown-out kneecaps, face bloodied, and saying “I’m 

sorry.” The muzzle of Isaac’s Beretta flashed and a bullet cracked through Paddy’s skull. 
Sleepy drove me through an office window, glass shattering around me. Then I was 
holding Isaac’s gun to his head, pulling the trigger as he screamed and Nick shot me from 
behind. I remembered Isaac’s lifeless eyes staring at the flickering fluorescent above him, 
a hole in the top of his head while I tumbled into the air outside the building. 

“Shirley?” Erin caught my eyes. She deserved to know, after what she’d done for me 
and what I’d done to her—almost snapping her neck. When I was falling, I’d wanted to 
make things right with her. I had wanted another chance. But what good would it do her? 
Isaac was a maniac bent on revenge who’d tried to start another civil war and who’d 
killed his best friend. Would that help her? Would a lie? Isaac took care of her when 
Erin’s dad got killed. He’d become her second father, and she loved him. And I’d killed 
him. I killed the man who saved her and took her in—the man who’d made things right 
for her and given her something to look forward to. But if I lied to her… 

“Yeah, that’s what happened,” the words tumbled out. 
Her lips pursed, and she looked toward the door. 
Then a thought turned my blood to ice. “When will they bury them?” I asked. I need 

to see the bodies. “I need to see them.” 
“They’ve already been buried, Shirley,” Erin said half-heartedly, her eyes still on the 

door. “Father Briggs performed the ceremony. Katherine was a mess.” 
“Katherine?” 
“Paddy’s beour. They’d been dating for months.” 
“Are you sure it was them?” 
“What do you mean?” she turned back to me. 
“In the caskets. Did you see their faces?” I needed to know. If I had walked away 

from this, who’s to say that they hadn’t. 
“I saw them well enough when the coroner wheeled their bodies out on metal trays in 

front of me and Aunt Bernie,” she sounded tired—and angry. 
“I’m sorry. I just thought that, maybe, since I’d lived through it, they might have too,” 

I said. “I’m sorry.” 
“It’s alright, Shirley,” she tried to smile, but her face was tight, and there was a tear 

starting to form in her eye. “It’s just been hard. On the day they called us to identify the 
bodies, we couldn’t believe it. I stood there, staring at the crushed face of Isaac that 
they’d sewn back together. Aunt Bernie had nearly fainted when they pulled back Paddy’s 



sheet. By the time she saw Isaac, she was wailing into my shoulder. It’s only become real 
to me in the past few weeks that they’re gone.” 

“The past few weeks?” My forehead tensed. “How long have I been out?” 
“You weren’t out, Shirley. You were in a coma. Five months. It’s August.” She took 

my cup and stepped over to the vanity to refill it. 
“How…?” I started to ask, but my thoughts left the word hanging. It didn’t add up. 
“When they pulled you from the crash, you were still alive, so they airlifted you to 

Belfast. Once they had you stable, they sent you down to Dublin, but the doctors didn’t 
have an ID on you, and the paperwork connecting you with Isaac and Paddy got lost. By 
the time they found it, you had been in a coma for five months.” She walked back to the 
bed. “The phone rang while Aunt Bernie and me were in the kitchen. She picked it up, 
and I heard her gasp. ‘Oh, Lord,’ she said. ‘Oh sweet Jesus’.” Erin’s lips pulled into a 
smile. 

I took the cup from her and had a sip. 
“We didn’t know what had happened to you. We’d asked the hospital, but they 

couldn’t tell us either. When they called, they told us there was nothing else they could do 
for you. You were stable and just needed some looking after, so they could bring you up 
here if we liked. Bernie said ‘yes’. They taught us how to care for you: what needles to 
give you, when to change your fluids and your feeding bag, how to exercise you, and the 
rest of it. A doctor comes by fortnightly to check on you.” 

I drained the last drop out of the cup, tasting the spicy, bitter herbs sifting around at 
the bottom of it, and processing what she was telling me. 

When I was done, she took it. “We’ve just been waiting to see if you’d wake up, that’s 
all,” she said. 

I watched her stand from the bed to pick up the pitcher and plate that she’d left on the 
vanity. I realized how much I’d missed her. 

“Think you’ll be up for a while?” she asked. 
“Yeah, I think so.” 
“I’ll let Aunt Bernie know.” 
“Alright.” 
She walked towards the door, teacup clattering on the plate. 
“Erin.” 
She turned. 
“About that night in the barn,” I started. 
“Shirley, you don’t have to-” 
“No,” I stopped her, “I’m sorry.” 
She didn’t say anything—just nodded, pursing her lips and left. 



Haley

The room smelled like sunblock and coconut oil. Outside, in the warm air and 
sunshine, it would have smelled like a late summer day. Inside the climate-controlled, 
sanitized hospital room, it made me nauseous. 

"We're going to miss you there, Haley," said Beth. Tory and the other girls echoed 
after her. 

"We know how much you were looking forward to Miami," Tory took over. "We 
hoped you might have been better by now." 

"We'll do this whole skip thing again next year,” Lisa cut in. “By then you’ll be back 
to one hundred percent.” 

“It’s probably better that you don’t come along this time anyway,” Beth said. “You 
would have been on the phone with Raheem the whole time, and this way at least the 
guys will notice the rest of us.” 

“Bitch,” Tory laughed at Beth. 
“What?” Beth played it defensively. “Okay, it’s a bit selfish, but we all know that 

we’ve got nothing on miss Hawaiian Tropic here. How much action did you get last 
summer when we went to the shore?” 

“None.” 
“Me neither! Haley got asked out every day and came home with fourteen phone 

numbers.” 
“Okay. Sorry Haley, but she’s got a point,” Tory said. 
The girls laughed. For a moment, I thought we were at Fat Sal’s talking over a huge 

bowl of fetuccini alfredo on a Friday night. 
“Well, I hate to do it, but we’d better get going, Haley,” Lisa said, jingling her keys. 
“Yeah. It’s going to be a long drive,” said Tory. 
“We’ll come by as soon as we get back and tell you about it,” Missy’s chipper voice 

jumped in. 
“Love you,” Beth kissed me on the cheek. Five more kisses followed as the rest of the 

girls said “goodbye” too. 
“Hey,” I heard Beth call back from the door, “my macramé is getting pretty good. I’m 

done with the penis. I’m just working on the balls now. The longer you wait, the worse 
it’s gonna get, girl.” 

“What?” I heard Tory ask her, confused, as they walked down the hall. 
“Long story. I’ll tell you about it in the car.” 
I listened to their voices fade. Just when they were completely gone, a pop of laughter 

told me that Beth had decided to tell Tory about the threat she’d made. My mind tried to 
grab ahold of their voices and drag itself down the hall after them. I wished I could 
detach from my body and go with them—just to hear them talk, even if I couldn’t say 
anything. Part of me was angry, too. I was angry that they could go on with their lives 



while I was laying in bed in a coma. I was angry that they would even choose to leave me 
to go get suntans and play beach volleyball and get hit on by douchebags with tribal 
tattoos and Oakleys.  

The door shut, though, in the middle of those thoughts, locking me inside my mind 
with them. At first I thought it might be Rosie, but she didn’t say anything. Then I 
thought a nurse had just closed the door as she walked past the room, but I heard the 
sticky crackle that sneakers make when someone walks over a linoleum floor. The nurse 
came close and her cold fingers took hold of the IV line at my wrist and fed it another 
injection. 



Autumn

Autumn Willsby sat in her brown and pink carseat listening to Mommy and Daddy. 
They were in the front of the Ford Expedition, talking loudly. Mommy leaned over her 
armrest. Daddy stared ahead at the bumper of the car in front of them, which was 
crawling along at Autumn-like speeds over the Golden Gate Bridge. She shook her 
striped fish with the multi-colored beads in the tail. A little over a year old, she was 
exhilarated by the wild feeling of her arms waving in the air. She giggled and hiccupped 
in the back as Mommy yelled, “Oh my God, Tony. You’re a thirty-year old man.” She 
slammed her hand down on the dashboard. “How many times do we have to have this 
convers-” 

“The average gamer is thirty, Georgia,” Daddy said, drawing out the words. 
“Caitlin’s husband doesn’t game. Maddie’s husband doesn’t play,” Mommy counted 

the names off on her fingers.  
“One,” Autumn said, watching Mommy count. “One.” She squealed and clapped her 

hands. 
“Joanne’s boyfriend doesn’t play. I asked all my friends. None of their boyfriends or 

husbands play. Their little brothers play. Their kids play. But their husbands don’t play.” 
“And I’m sure they don’t watch porn either,” Daddy grumbled. 
“What?!” 
“I was joking,” Daddy said.  
“No you weren’t,” Mommy’s eyes became scary. “You’re saying every guy watches 

porn, right? That means you watch porn. Is that what you’re saying? Do you have 
something you want to tell me?” 

“I was saying that nobody’s perfect, Georgia. Those other guys might not play 
videogames, but I’m sure they do plenty of other shit that their wives don’t want them to 
do.” 

“Like look at pornography.” 
“Exactly.” 
“Which you do.” 
“No. Can we get back to this? I don’t care who plays and who doesn’t. This is my 

thing. I work, and when the weekend comes, I need to relax.” 
“By chopping the heads off of zombies and running over prostitutes?” 
“Exactly. Maybe those guys like to go knit and shit, but I like to play videogames.” 
“Joanne’s husband is a Navy Seal. He’s a man, Tony. He’s got better things to do with 

his time than sit on his ass and stare at a TV.” 
Daddy didn’t say anything. 
Autumn shook her fish again, watching the stripes blend together in the air above her 

head. The shushing of the beads broke the silence. Then she lost her grip on the handle 
and the fish flew, it’s lifeless, plastic eye smacking into the window to her right.  



Mommy glanced at Autumn. The smallest flicker of a smile touched her lips before 
her eyes went back to Daddy. “When we got married, I thought it was cute. But you’ve 
got a baby now, Tony.” 

Autumn turned to look for the fish while Mommy continued, “You’ve got 
responsibilities. I spend so much time with Autumn, and I need a break too.” 

The fish’s tail was wedged in between the door and the seat. It looked at Autumn with 
one dead eye and a red-stitched smile. She reached for it, but her arms were, of course, 
too short. Outside, red squiggly worms of cabling held up the bridge they were sitting on. 
A shiny speck hovered in the cold, blue sky out over the water. A tow truck inched up 
beside her, and she babbled at the yellow lights flitting around on top. 

“It’d just be nice if we felt like we were the priority in your life,” Mommy said, “not 
Xbox.” 

Autumn watched the shiny, white speck grow into a bird. 
“I spend plenty of time with Autumn, Georgia,” Daddy said. “Don’t put me on that 

guilt-trip. And what do you need a break for, huh? To go to the mall? To spend more time 
on Facebook?” 

“What are you saying, that I don’t do anything important?” 
It wasn’t a bird. It was an airplane. “Airplane!” Autumn said. “Airplane!” 
Daddy kept talking. “I’m saying that I am at work all week long, while you’re taking 

walks, at home watching TV, or going shopping.” 
“I am watching Autumn all day long.” 
“Does she want to go to the mall? Is she the one begging you to buy that new purse? I 

didn’t know she was so into designer jeans.” 
Autumn looked from the fish to the airplane, deciding that the plane was more 

interesting at the moment. It was a small airplane with propellers on either side of its 
nose. She watched it grow in size as it approached the bridge. 

“You want to talk about money? Okay, Mr. I’ve-Got-To-Buy-These-Season-Tickets-
To-The-Forty-Niners.” 

“Which I split with Javier and Mark.” 
“Did they ever pay you for them?” 
Daddy didn’t answer that. He turned from Mommy to the car in front of them. “I just 

need some time to unwind.” 
“You play for four hours on our family day!” 
“With my friends from college that I don’t get to see anymore, because we moved out 

here to be close to your family,” Daddy said as Autumn’s hand stretched out to touch the 
airplane coming closer. It was like Sherman, their doggy, trotting up to her in her crib. 
She was trying to reach between the squiggly red wires like she reached between the bars 
of her crib to touch Sherman’s cold, wet nose. 



Mommy looked ahead at the rows of cars sitting in front of them. “I just want to know 
that we’re important to you,” she said tracing her finger around the sharp edge of her 
plastic coffee-cup lid. 

Somebody’s horn blared. Then another. 
“By forcing me to give up something that I enjoy,” Daddy said.  
“Airplannne,” Autumn said and giggled, feeling her tongue vibrating on the tip of her 

baby-teeth. “Okay,” Daddy said, “how ‘bout you stop spending time with Joanne and 
Maddie and whatever her name is.” 

Mommy turned from the cars ahead to him. “That’s not the same-” she started to say 
as someone ran past the car. 

“Or better yet, why don’t you go screw their husbands, because I know that you’re 
dying to be with a real ma-” 

The noise was loud, and it was hot and bright, not cold and wet like Sherman’s nose. 



Haley

The rough bristles of a toothbrush scraped across my teeth, sounding like a maracas 
shaking inside my mouth. “There you go,” said the woman’s voice, pulling down my chin 
to inspect my bottom teeth. “Oh, wait.” She scrubbed at the corners of my bottom teeth, 
then wiped them down with a wet cloth. 

“That’s a beautiful smile, you’ve got there, Miss O’Shea, or do you prefer ‘Haley’?” 
she asked, her accent sounding Hispanic. “I think you’d prefer ‘Haley’, so that’s what I’ll 
call you.” She peeled off my bandage—first the front. “I’m Nurse Ramirez, but you can 
call me ‘Sue’.” She swabbed my wound. The littlest touch of the q-tip felt like a cattle-
prod. When she took the bandage off the back of my head, I realized that the bullet must 
have traveled straight through my brain. What was even more horrifying than that, 
though, was the fact that they’d shaved the back of my head. I screamed in my mind. 

“Okay,” Sue said, tilting my head back onto the pillow, “that’s better. Now, do you 
want the TV on? I’ll leave it on for you. Something soothing like-just music.” She turned 
the station to a classical music channel, where a violin was playing over the low melody 
of a dozen clarinets. 

I heard her replace the clipboard as the door opened again. 
“Dr. Yi,” Sue said, letting the last name bounce with her accent. 
“Hi Sue,” the other doctor, a woman, replied. 
“I just finished, but I can help you if you want to have a look at the wounds,” Sue 

offered. 
“I don’t want to keep you.” 
“It’s not a problem. I have my break next, so I have some time. Besides, Haley and I 

were just getting to know each other,” Sue said, her voice approaching the bed. “Haley, 
this is Dr. Yi. She’s a Susan too.” She undid the gauze again. “But that’s just your 
American name, right?” she asked the doctor. “You have a Chinese name too.” 

“Sung Min,” the doctor replied, not seeming very interested in the conversation. “The 
wound is healing well. Skin doesn’t seem to show any sign of infection. When did they 
take the stitches out?” 

“Few days ago.” 
I remembered that clearly. The nurse intern, a guy named Ryan, hadn’t even been 

careful. The scissors snipped and jabbed into the tender new skin on my forehead while 
he flirted with another intern. I had thought that was bad, but when he pulled the thread 
out, it felt like a nail file rubbing over an open wound. That’s when I’d lost 
consciousness. 

Now, Dr. Yi’s cold fingers touched the skin around my forehead. “How have her vitals 
been?” 

“The high and low ends of normal. She hasn’t been in any danger, but sometimes her 
heart-rate will drop just enough to set off the alarm.” 



“Hmm…” the doctor thought to herself. She used her thumb and forefinger to pry 
open my eyelid. 

Yes. Please.  
The light was so bright that my brain ached, but it meant that I was alive. I wasn’t 

dreaming. I was there. The pain was sweet, and I drank it in. The faces of the women 
started to come into view. They were blurry, but I could make out shapes. Dr. Yi’s short, 
straight hair hung down on the sides of her face, long and smooth skinned. Sue had wide, 
brown eyes under sharply manicured eyebrows, and her curly black hair was pulled back 
into a ponytail. I thought I was going to laugh. My chest fluttered, and my lips tingled. 
Then Dr. Yi let go of my eyelid, and I was jerked back into darkness again. The other 
opened. That blinding light came in again, but before I could make out their faces, she let 
go. 

No. No, please don’t. Do it again, I yelled, hoping that, for some reason, they’d decide 
to tape my eyelids open so that I could at least see. 

“Unresponsive,” Dr. Yi remarked to herself. 
“Do you think she’ll wake up?” Sue asked, tucking the covers under my arms. 
“Not likely.” 

  



Shirley

The doctor came by a few days after I’d woken up.  
He introduced himself as “Doctor Fergal MacCormaic” before he started poking and 

prodding me. He was a tall, thin man with serious eyes that never actually made contact 
with mine. 

“And your sight?” he asked, prying open my eyelid and blinding me with a flashlight. 
“Fine,” I answered, blinking. 
He turned my cheek and felt along my jaw back to the glands under my ears. “Any 

trouble swallowing?” he asked, pressing on each joint along my shoulders and having me 
sit up so he could take a look at my back. 

“No. No trouble.” 
With his knuckle, he pushed on each vertebrae and space between, pausing to see if I 

felt any pain. I told him I was fine, just a little stiff in my joints and at the base of my 
spine. The cold metal of his stethoscope landed on my back. He asked me to breathe 
deep. Then he had me lay back as he checked my heart. When he pulled down the covers 
to inspect the rest of me, Erin and Aunt Bernie left the room. That was the opportunity I 
had been waiting for.  

“What the fu-” I started, but it got a little awkward when his hand cupped my balls. 
“Just a part of the examination, Mr. O’Shea. Cough for me please.” 
I coughed. He moved on down my leg, checking the joints of my knee. 
“No,” I said, “What’s going on here?” 
“I’m doing you a physical. Sorry if I offended you there for a moment, but I have to 

check everything to make sure you’re fit to go back about your business.” 
“That’s not what I mean. How did I get here?” 
“We brought you here once we found out who you were. You were in a car accident, 

Mr. O’Shea-” 
“We both know there was no car accident,” I interrupted him. 
“I don’t know what you’re-“ 
“I was shot in the back and fell eight stories onto the pavement in Donegall Square. 

That’s how I ended up in a coma,” I glared at him, letting him know that I knew what I 
was talking about and reading his expression. 

“Mr. O’Shea, I don’t think you’re remembering it right. The accident was traumatic. 
The report said you lost two of your friends.” He moved from my feet back to examine 
my eyes again and check my skull. “Perhaps your mind has created an alternate version 
of events to help you cope with the loss and guilt tha-” 

I grabbed him by the neck, jerking him closer and squeezing down on his windpipe. “I 
shot him in the head. That’s how Isaac died. There was no fucking accident. So you better 
tell me what is going on here, unless you want to have an accident yourself.” 



MacCormaic’s face turned red. His hands wrapped around mine, trying to pry them 
off. Just as he was about to say something, footsteps started up the stairs. I released him, 
and he fell back, steadying himself on the edge of the bed. He turned around to his kit as 
Erin came up the top step and walked into the room. 

“Everything alright?” she asked, hands in her back pockets. 
I laid back, head spinning with all the effort. 
“He’s in top shape,” MacCormaic said hoarsely, touching his throat and coughing, 

“I’m going to remove the feeding tube now.” 
Erin stayed and helped him as he pulled the tube from my stomach. He peeled the 

tape off, looking up and glancing at me as he did. When his fingers closed around the 
tube and started to tug, his eyes finally made contact with mine over his face-mask. I 
knew he was scared, but was it because he thought I was crazy or because he knew I was 
right? There was a flash of pain as he pulled the stoppered end out. I gripped the 
bedsheet. 

He placed a patch of gauze over the hole and taped it down, then packed up his kit, 
eyes darting from mine to his things. He handed Erin a bottle of pills, a vial and pack of 
syringes to give me if there was any sign of infection. He said I should be able to try 
walking in a few days once the hole for the tube had healed, but nothing too strenuous. 

“You’ve healed quite remarkably, Mr. O’Shea,” he said, putting on his jacket. “I must 
say, I haven’t seen anything like it. My colleagues will want to draw up a study on you, I 
am sure.” 

“I’ll see you out, doctor,” Erin said, walking him towards the door. 
“Thank you, dear,” he replied, then said to me, “I’ll be around in a fortnight to check 

on your progress.” He wrestled his eyes away from mine and started down the stairs, 
taking whatever secrets he knew with him. 



Haley

"I'm listening. What do you want?" I heard the voice on the other end of the phone. 
My memories were blurring into the present. I laid there, remembering the moment as 
real as if it were happening all over again. 

“Hello?…Shirley?" 
"Haley," he said. “Haley, are you okay?" 
“I think so, Shirley,” I said, trying my hardest to sound calm. 
"Have they hurt you, Haley?" he asked, his voice rising "Have they done anything to 

you?" 
I started to cry. “They hit me a couple times,” I said, “but I'm okay, Shirley. Who are 

they? Where are you? Why are they-?" 
"Haley, Haley," he interrupted me. "Listen to me. You're gonna be okay. I'm talking to 

these guys right now, and they're gonna let me come get you, okay? Just be tough, 
alright? I know you're tough."  

I heard what he was saying, but I knew he just bullshitting me. “Okay, Shirley,” I said, 
wanting to believe him. 

"Haley, I'm gonna be there." 
“Time to say goodbye,” Frankie said, standing up from his chair in the corner of the 

room and walking towards me. 
"No, no, no," I said, starting to lose it. "Shirley!"  
The thin man with the mat of brown hair pressed his cheek close to mine. He reeked 

of stale sweat and alcohol and the scruff on his face pricked my skin. He said, "I'm sorry. 
Haley can't come to the phone right now. It's playtime.” Then he jerked the phone away 
and clapped it shut. 

“That’s enough of that, Leon,” Frankie snapped at the man. 
“Just playin’ the part, love,” Leon grinned. He handed the phone to Frankie, who eyed 

him. 
“Don’t touch her. Isaac’s orders,” Frankie said, turning his back to open the door. 
Leon leered at me. 
After they left, another guy set a plate of food inside the door. I ate what I could. I was 

starving, but I was too scared to be hungry. The potato was okay, but they didn’t give me 
a knife, and the steak was so tough and dry that I couldn’t even chew through it. When 
the man returned, he apologized for the steak. He said he’d bring me an apple. I waited. 
He never came back. 

I started to wonder about Aunt Winnie. If Shirley had caused this, then maybe they’d 
taken her too. Maybe they’d hurt her. I got ahold of myself long enough to say a short 
prayer, the words coming out of me like convulsions as I shook and sobbed into the 
stripes of the mattress. 



The vacuum in my hospital room jerked me back into consciousness. My head 
pounded. Stop it! I wanted to yell. It screamed in my ears, going from louder to quieter as 
the cleaning lady, Savannah, moved it back and forth across the floor. She turned it off 
and threw open the curtains. Black turned to red behind my eyelids. She walked across 
the room, the rhythm of her steps a little bit off. Polio? Birth defect? But she seemed to 
breathe out and make a little noise with each step. Maybe she just injured it, I thought. I 
heard the sink turn on in the bathroom, then a spray bottle and the squeaking of the 
mirror. The memories broke in again. 

I felt his fingers on my thighs. I screamed into the duct tape wrapped around my 
mouth, my hands taped to the bedpost above my head. I screamed again. 

“There, there,” Leon whispered, sliding his fingers under my shirt. “I know what you 
need.” 

A knock on the door. “Leon,” the voice on the other side said, “Frankie’s back.” 
“Ah fuck.” He reached into his back pocket and brought out a blade. He sliced 

through the tape on my wrists and ripped it off my face, leaving me sobbing as he closed 
the door behind him. 



Shirley

Erin walked in and found me sitting on the edge of the bed, tying my shoes. 
“And where are you off to?” 
I looked up and saw that she’d brought me a tall mug of Bernie’s tea. “Out,” I said. 

“Laying in bed all day is driving me crazy. I need to get outside.” 
“How about we start by walking down the stairs, eh?” she smiled, “Then you can go 

climb Mount Everest if you like.” 
The truth was that I needed a cigarette, badly. I didn’t know why, but I was craving 

that taste of smoke in my mouth. I knew that Erin and Bernie didn’t smoke, and didn’t 
want to use one of Isaac’s old pipes that I was sure were lying around, so I figured I had 
to walk to the nearest gas station or pub. Erin was right, though, the stairs were enough of 
a challenge. By the time I creaked off the third-to-last step, I was huffing and shaking. 
The doctor had said that it was mostly mental—that the mind tells the body what is 
possible. I knew that was true from RASP training, when I’d had to carry my friend, Sam, 
a man twenty pounds heavier than me, three miles in the heat of the day. Years later, in 
the Gissar Range of Uzbekistan, bad intel had dropped us forty miles off our target in 
hostile territory. We climbed for three days with no sleep, then set up an ambush on a 
weapons convoy that turned into a three hour firefight. But still, knowing that you should 
be dead, or at least crippled from the face down, and standing at the top of a flight of 
stairs—it was like believing you could walk on water. 

“Well done, Shirley,” Erin said as she walked around the corner into the dining room. 
“Now, about Everest.” 

I looked back up the stairway, saying, “This is Everest.” 
“And this is lunch,” Bernie said, her wide hips pushing open the kitchen’s swinging 

door. It was a bowl of lamb and potato stew that she set down on the dining table. We sat 
and Aunt Bernie blessed the meal, thanking God for his kindness and his mercy in our 
lives. I ate, aware of every creak of a tendon in my wrist and the lack of feeling in my 
new teeth. Salty, steaming and thick, the stew, with chunks of potato and lamb, was 
enough to take my mind off of all that. I scooped it into my mouth while Erin and Bernie 
talked. 

“Mmm, Aunt Bernie, tá sé seo sobhlasta,” Erin said. 
“Bless you, child. It’s just a stew.” 
“Oh, but I can’na ever get it to taste like this. Mine’s always bland. You’ll have to 

teach me how you get all the flavor into it.” 
“I’ll be glad to,” Aunt Bernie patted Erin’s hand.  
I ate, mind on the food, eyes on the table. It felt too large; with just three of us, the 

house seemed empty. The smell of Isaac’s pipe smoke coming from the corner where Erin 
now sat was missing. Paddy’s booming voice and the warmth of the light and the laughter 
were gone. I missed it. I can’t say that I missed Isaac, but he’d made this place something 



that it used to be. Paddy, on the other hand, I wished that he was still around. Even 
though he’d lied to me about Haley being safe, used me to stop Isaac that day, I 
understood. 

“Do you like it, Shirley?” Bernie asked, turning to me. 
“Oh yeah,” I said, shoveling in another spoonful. “Sorry. I was focused on eating. It’s 

great, Aunt Bernie.” 
“It’s not too rich for you after having that feeding tube for so long?” 
I smiled, “This is exactly what I needed. Maybe I’ll join you and Erin when you teach 

her how to make it.” 
“Lovely,” the crow’s feet around Aunt Bernie’s blue eyes tightened with her smile. 

“Think you’ll be staying with us for a while?” 
Reality hit me. Being confined to the bed had given me an excuse to let myself get 

comfortable here. Every day had revolved around just coming to grips with the fact that I 
was alive—and the moments when Erin would walk into my room. My world had shrunk 
to the size of that bedroom. Now that I was downstairs, though, and walking, there was 
only one thing that mattered; I had to find out what had happened to Haley. 

“I don’t know,” I told Bernie, not wanting to turn her down. “I don’t think so.” 
She nodded, sadly. 
I felt the loss too. I knew that once I left, I’d probably never come back. “I need to go 

home—see my family,” I said, looking down into the stew. 
“Aye,” Bernie sighed, “that you do. They’re probably worried sick about you.” 
“Yeah,” I said, “but I’ll come back.” The promise was empty, and they knew it too. 
“We’ll keep a bed turned down for you,” Bernie said, her mouth smiling but not her 

eyes. 
Rory’s bed, I thought. Throughout the meal I kept imagining him busting through the 

kitchen door with six bottles of Guinness in his hands, talking loudly and ribbing the 
other guys I thought would show up any minute. Ghosts. I’d killed Rory. Isaac had killed 
Paddy, and I’d killed Isaac. But what about-“What about Nick?” I looked up and caught 
Erin’s eye. My eyes switched from her to Aunt Bernie. “Where is he?” 

“We don’t know,” Erin said. “After Isaac and Paddy’s funeral, most of the lads 
disappeared. Some of them didn’t even come.” 

“Georgie was there,” Aunt Bernie said, referring to Sleepy George, who’d been 
Isaac’s thick-headed bodyguard, “and so were quite a few others, but not Nick or Rory. 
We haven’t seen either of them since yous left for the fishing trip.” 

“We hoped you’d know,” Erin said, looking at me over her cup as she took a drink. 
She set it down without taking her eyes off me. 

I looked down and breathed out. “I don’t,” I said, shaking my head. 
“Would you mind, love?” Aunt Bernie asked. “Before you leave, would you help us 

find them?” 



I started to answer, but she continued, “Erin has got their mother’s address in 
Andersonstown. Perhaps you could go with her? I understand she’s not in the best of 
sorts, but at least Nicholas might have gone home after…I don’t know why he would. He 
knows we wouldn’t have turned him away.” 

I looked at her. I could tell this wasn’t just a request. She was pleading with me. 
Paddy, Isaac, Sleepy, Rory, Nick; she’d lost her whole family in one day, and now I was 
leaving too. She just wanted to find one of them and bring them home. 

“It shouldn’t take long,” Erin said matter-of-factly, “and you don’t have to come if 
you don’t want to. I was going to drive down on Saturday.” I could tell by her tone that 
she didn’t expect anything of me. 

“I’ll go with you,” I said. “I don’t know if I could handle international travel yet, 
anyway.” 

“Oh, thank you, Shirley,” Bernie’s eyes brightened, and she leaned over the table to 
give me a kiss on the cheek, “You’re an angel, right and proper.” 

I knew it was a lost cause. Whoever’d cleaned up this mess and made it look like a car 
accident must have done something with Rory’s body too. We’d never find him. But, 
maybe, Nick—maybe he’d turn up. If we were lucky, he might even be at his mom’s 
place. I could tell him that I understood and that I was sorry I’d killed his brother. I could 
have shot Nick that day. He never would have put two slugs in my back. I never would 
have fallen out that window. I could have gone home to Aunt Winnie and Haley, if she 
was still alive. But I didn’t kill him, and what was the point of that if I just let him burn 
up in a crack-house someday. He needed to be home—with Bernie and Erin. If I could 
bring him back then it would have been worth it. And, as much as I hated to say it, 
whether Haley had lived or died that day, four months ago, was not going to change if I 
waited another week. 



Haley

“Denise Saunders, a young mother of two, was last seen getting into her car at 
Terrence B. Ward High School, where she is an English teacher,” the newswoman on the 
TV said. “Her husband reported her missing when she did not return home that night or 
the next. Police are asking that if anyone has seen Mrs. Saunders or her blue Ford Focus, 
license plate AHG six-four-nine, to please contact them with infor-“ 

“That can’t be good for you,” Aunt Winnie said, pushing open the door, dropping her 
purse on the couch, and flicking off the TV. “I don’t know whose idea it was to put such 
dismal thoughts in your head, but I’m going to have a talk with the nurse when I see her 
again.” 

Outside my room, a baby was crying. It got louder as her mom—I guess it was her 
mom—walked her past the door. 

“I see your special man has been by,” Aunt Winnie seemed to smile as she said the 
words, lifting the weight of the hoodie off of my legs. “When will I get to meet this guy? 
Hmmm? You know you can’t keep him from me forever, Haley.” 

The thought made me nervous. I wasn’t worried about Aunt Winnie, but Shirley… 
“Still no word from your brother,” Aunt Winnie said, taking the vase from beside my 

bed and refilling it in the bathroom sink. “These are lovely flowers. Are they from him 
too?” 

Where is he? I thought. Shirley said he was going to be there. He said I would be safe. 
I wondered if he was dead or if he was hurt. I hoped that he was. He’d left me and Winnie 
without any explanation except that bullshit of a hunting trip with some of his buddies. 
Then, as if that wasn’t enough, he’d gotten me kidnapped in whatever mob trouble he 
was in. This was his fault. All of it was his fault. And he said he would get me out of it. 
But he didn’t. My eyes were hot, and my heart seemed to slow. I couldn’t hear Aunt 
Winnie’s voice talking to me. A loud ringing had drowned her out. I heard her say Rosie’s 
name and another woman talking to her, but then this voice cut in—his voice. 

“Ah, sweetling,” he hissed in my ear as he wound the duct tape around my wrists 
again. “Alone at last.” 

I struggled, but his elbow on my throat choked out the sound of my cries. 
He smothered my mouth with a kiss, his tongue prying at my lips. I opened them and 

bit down hard. He yelled in pain as his blood filled my mouth. Then his hand came 
around, slapping me hard in the face and knocking my head sideways. I spat the blood 
and started to yell, but he covered my mouth with his hand, then replaced it with a strip of 
tape that he patted down.  

“Fffuuu-” he tried to stay as he stepped off the bed, holding his mouth open so that his 
teeth didn’t touch his tongue. He flicked open his knife. My heart stopped. But he held 
the knife out in front of him so that he could look at his tongue on the shiny side of the 
blade. 



“Ooh,” he said, turning to me and smiling, his tongue hanging out of his mouth, “ooh, 
I like ik.” Blood poured over his teeth, lips, and into his beard. “You’rrr gon ay hor that.” 
He started towards me. I kicked my legs wildly, struggling to get my hands loose. He 
undid his belt. I thrashed in the bed, hoping someone would hear me and stop him. 
Please, stop him, I thought—I prayed. He climbed on top of me, dripping blood onto my 
stomach and my neck as his hands ran over my body. I screamed. His fingers latched on 
to the waistband of my shorts. I pushed up with my hips to try and throw him off, but he 
laid back. 

“Ah, we haff fo oo fumthing a-out tha,” he mumbled, turning to tape my feet to the 
bottom of the bedposts. 

“Noo, please,” I screamed into the gag. “Please!” 
He grinned at me and laid the edge of his knife on the top of my shorts, using it to 

slide them down. The cold steel nicked at my skin as he pulled. Then he used the blade to 
push up my shirt, scraping it over my breasts and up to my neck. 

“Less haf sum, fun, shall we?” he said, the blood and saliva spitting onto me. 
It hurt, but when he was finished, I wasn’t crying. I didn’t move. He cut me loose and 

shut the door behind him on his way out. 



Shirley

I knew I was dreaming this time.  
After my body had hit the pavement in Belfast, I’d gone back to the shore—in my 

mind or my soul, whatever. I had thought it was heaven. It might have been, then. It 
wasn’t this time.  

I was eleven, and the ground under me was hard and rough. Dad’s hand on my back, 
though, was warm. Haley was there and Mom too. They were playing on the sand while 
Dad and I fished off the rocks of the wharf. Waves broke on the black stones in front of 
us, sending up a salty mist that drifted over my dad’s bleached white feet. 

I moved my hands to my chest and pushed myself off the rocks. Ahead of me, the sun 
hid behind a slate grey bar of clouds out on the horizon. Its light poured down on the 
water, reflecting off the ripples of waves making their way to shore.  

I looked at my hands. They were so small—no scars on the knuckles, no callouses 
from hard labor. 

"You took a heck of a fall there, son," my dad said, patting me on the back, an 
easiness in his eyes.  

I was afraid that if I touched him, he’d evaporate. So I just stared at him.  
I heard that laughter again in the distance and looked back over my shoulder. Haley’s 

chubby little legs pounded the sand as she ran toward my mom. Mom caught her just 
before she toppled over and swung her in a circle. When they noticed me looking, mom 
held up Haley’s hand to wave. My mother’s dark hair framed her face as she beamed a 
big smile at me. Haley gave me a wide, toothy grin. I could see my mom's lips mouthing, 
"Hey Shirley," but she was too far away to hear the sound.  

The wind whipped at my hair as my Dad handed me my grandfather’s fishing rod, the 
Shakespeare. His scruffy, red beard cracked into a grin. He looked away from me and 
pulled a cold beer out of the cooler on his left. Condensation dripped down its side and 
over his rough fingers. His other hand reached up and worked the tab, foam spouting as it 
cracked open. He raised the can to his lips, took a swig, then said, "Well, go on,” making 
the motion of casting a rod.  

I looked at him, unsure. 
"Oh, you want some of this, don't you?" He tapped his beer can, then set it down 

beside me. He nodded, "Just a little sip." 
I laid down the rod. My soft, eleven-year-old hands closed around the can. It was 

cold. I lifted it to my mouth and took a sip, tasting the bitter, sour beer that made me 
think, this is what horse piss must taste like. My dad always liked cheap beer. I almost 
gagged and set the can down roughly. Dad laughed, taking it from me.  

"You'll learn to appreciate it, I guess," he said. "Now give that magic wand a whirl."  
I came to my feet slowly, picking up the pole. My grip on it was so tight it hurt. I 

released the catch and pressed my thumb onto the line. The tip of the rod made a wide arc 



as I swung it behind me. Then, in a flash of strength, I whipped it forward. The line raced 
out over the ocean. The reel purred in my hand. Fifteen. Twenty. Thirty. Forty. Forty-five 
feet out, the line dropped into the water. A smile warmed in my chest and spread onto my 
face. I turned around to look at my dad, who was applauding. His arms stretched out 
towards me as he made a final, slow clap. Nodding his approval, he patted the stone 
beside him. I sat. 

He leaned over. "You're in fair deep waters now, Shirley. Bigger fish for sure, but you 
run the danger of losing yourself out there." 

I nodded and concentrated on the line. The smell of the beer on his breath left me as 
he sat up straight. I reeled it in just a little. The rod clicked in my hand. I looked back in 
his direction.  

He winked. "That's better."  
I wasn’t looking at him, though. I was looking past him at the man in the dark grey 

suit walking up behind him. I was looking at Isaac. There was a glimmer in his eye. He 
moved with the efficiency of a shark.  

My dad grinned again. He couldn’t see the terror in my eyes.  
Isaac squatted behind him, and Dad started to turn. Isaac smiled at me—a hard smile, 

full of jagged edges. Then, like a cat, he spun his hand over my dad's head. A thin metal 
wire looped around Dad’s neck, and Isaac yanked back.  

Dad dropped the beer can and grabbed for the wire, his face clenching in pain. The 
sinews in Isaac's hands tightened. He pulled harder. Dad's legs kicked, pushing the rocks 
out from under him. They clattered and tumbled into the water.  

I dropped the rod, reaching for my dad. Isaac bared his teeth in a spray of saliva like a 
rabid dog. I jerked my hand back. My father's face was blue; his mouth spread open, teeth 
clenched. His eyes bulged in their sockets. He got ahold of Isaac’s elbows, but Isaac 
threw his shoulders back, shrugging Dad's hands away. He stopped struggling. His arms 
fell to the side. I looked back at the beach, helpless.  

One man had my mother, carrying her back towards the camper. She screamed, 
flailing wildly. The other man had torn Haley from her arms. He slammed her little body 
into the water. His massive hand held her down by her neck. She splashed weakly. 

I didn’t know what to do. I leaped at Isaac, but he stood up. I pounded at his legs with 
my hands, but I was just a little boy. He kicked me off of him. I fell onto my dad. Isaac 
smoothed out the creases in his suit, then turned and walked away.  

I stared at Dad's face, red and bloated. His eyes were bleeding. My own were 
stretched in fear. I whipped my head back toward the beach. The last man walked up the 
dune. Haley's body was floating on the shore. I took off running, tripping over stones. 

The cold water bit at my legs as I lifted Haley. Her hair trailed, dripping saltwater 
while I carried her to the sand. I stood there, looking up at the dunes, the waves pushing 
at my ankles. I was numb, but grief wanted to rip me apart like a paper-maché doll. Haley 
was dead. Her body was cold in my arms. I looked around for someone. My breath was 



slow. My heart thumped once. "I need help," I said, barely above a whisper, then 
hesitated. The urgency gripped my throat, and I yelled, "Somebody help me!" 

__ 

“Shirley.” A hand was on my shoulder. “Shirley, wake up, child.” The voice was 
Bernie’s. My eyes opened to see her face leaning down close to mine, her forehead 
wrinkled in concern. “Shirley. There you are.” 

“Whu-” I started to say, but the words never came. 
“You were having a dream,” Bernie said softly. “That’s all it was.” She wiped my face 

with her nightgown. 
My throat was dry. The pillow behind my head was wet from where my tears had met 

it. I’d killed him. I knew I’d killed him. But he still wasn’t gone. I wondered how long 
Isaac’s ghost would stay with me. 

“Just rest now,” Bernie said, smoothing back my hair. “The morning will be here 
soon.” 



Haley

“Hi,” the woman’s voice said. She smelled so much like antiseptics, I thought she was 
Savannah, the cleaning lady. “Beanna Murphy,” she said. “We’re neighbors. I live 
upstairs—cancer ward, room five-thirty-four. Thought you could use some company.” 

Who? I thought. 
“Alright, thought I could use some company too. Everybody upstairs is a zombie. 

We’re all walking dead—sad saps feeling sorry for ourselves, or lying to ourselves that 
we’re not going to die. At least you’re easy to talk to. Not just sitting there complaining 
about your aches.” 

What kind of joke is this? I thought. 
“I’ve heard you can still hear things. Some people say you can’t, but I believe the 

former. Wanna hear a story?” Her voice was rough, like a washing machine filled with 
peanut shells. “Well, I guess you’re gonna hear it anyway. Just tell me to stop if you want 
to want to get back to counting sheep.” 

“I was a nurse when I was younger,” she said, sitting down on the couch at the foot of 
the bed, “Army nurse. I had a thing for the uniforms. My momma told me not to, but I 
chased a boy into the military, signing up to be a base nurse, hoping that I could tag along 
with him. Turns out life doesn’t work out according to our dreams.  

“The war broke out—Vietnam. We were separated. He dropped into the jungles 
somewhere along the border of Laos, and I was stationed in Saigon. I wrote him letters 
every day, but he didn’t write back. I didn’t hear from him for a year.” She coughed. She 
coughed for almost twenty seconds. It was a horrible, wet, ragged cough. It sounded like 
she was in so much pain. 

“Then, out of nowhere, I was reading a list of new patients, and I came across his 
name: John Herbert Montgomery. I rushed to the ward and found him bedridden, 
delirious. He’d dodged bullets, grenades, suicide bombers, but he just couldn’t get away 
from those damn mosquitoes. Malaria had gotten him when the Vietcong couldn’t. I 
swear that with as many cases of malaria as we saw, the VC must have enlisted the 
mosquitoes to their side somehow. Anyway, I took care of John for two days without 
sleeping, but the only name he kept saying was “Laura”. She was another girl from our 
class in high-school. It broke my heart.  

“You probably thought this was going to be some sappy story of love triumphant, 
didn’t you? Nope. I said, ‘to hell with this,’ and, when my time was up, I packed my bags 
and went home. John turned out just fine. He didn’t marry Laura either. He got some 
Vietnamese girl pregnant and decided to live there. I think he runs a rubber tree 
plantation. 

“I, on the other hand, vowed I wasn’t ever going to get married. I decided I was 
disinterested in boys from that moment on. So, for fifteen years, I lived the life I wanted 
to live. I started a restaurant. I went back to school. I became a college teacher. Then, one 



day, a man named Stan—strictly a friend of mine, but a good friend—told me that he 
didn’t want to live alone in the world if I was alone in the world too. I married him. He 
took me to the Grand Canyon last year, and we walked the edge of it for miles until the 
sun went down. ‘Isn’t it marvelous?’ he said. ‘Isn’t life marvelous’?” 

Beanna sat quiet for a little while. 
“There you are,” came a voice from the doorway, sounding thick and out of breath. 

“We’ve been looking all over for you.” 
“Oops,” Beanna replied, “You caught me, copper.”  
“You can’t wander off like that, Mrs. Murphy.” 
Beanna pushed up from the couch. “It was nice talking with you, Haley,” she said 

before she left. 
I didn’t want her to go. She’d pulled me out of myself. When she left, she left me with 

my hate, and I was drowning in it. 



Shirley

The front door to Aunt Bernie's place clacked shut behind me, and I stepped into the 
fog that hung in the morning air.  

Bernie was having coffee in the kitchen. I'd smelled it when I made it off the last step 
in the house just before leaving. Erin was down in the barn somewhere. The day hadn't 
even started, and I needed a cigarette so bad I was about to claw my eyes out. I rubbed 
my hands together and stuck them in my pockets, walking off the stoop and onto the 
gravel road that led away from Bernie's. 

I had first come down the stairs on Sunday. Every day since then, I'd climbed up those 
stairs and back down. The first day, I made it five times before I almost blacked out from 
exhaustion. The next, Erin helped me up on my ninth climb. On the third, I pounded 
those steps sixteen times. Then I collapsed in a heap, heaving and shaking, until Bernie 
came up after me and helped me into bed. On Thursday, I made it to twenty-five. Still, the 
closest town was eight miles down the road, and I wondered if I was going to make it 
there alive. I thought about taking their old Land Rover as I passed it, slick with dew. 

It was cigarettes I was after. I didn't know why I wanted them—why I didn't want 
anyone else to know, but that was why I stepped past the hood of the Rover, fingers 
tracing a wet line through the dew, and kept walking. If I asked for the keys, they’d want 
to know what I needed. I didn’t want to look in their eyes and tell another lie. 

The gravel driveway petered out into a rutted dirt road. I turned the corner around a 
hill and felt the tension growing in my ankles. The fog made it worse. I couldn't tell how 
far I'd gone or how far I had to go. At best, I could see twenty feet in front of my feet. I 
pushed forward anyway, hands buried in the pockets of my jeans and one foot in front of 
the other. I walked up the drive and into the fog that clung to the hillsides. A stone wall 
opened in front of me. I remembered coasting through it the first time I’d seen this place, 
sitting in the back seat of a Mercedes while Paddy chewed my ear off about sheep. The 
little incline made my legs burn, but I pushed through it—the air still and cool on my 
face. 

As I walked, my mind drifted through the mist, back to one morning in Afghanistan. 
We were flying low in a UH-60 Black Hawk helicopter, cliffsides fighting through the 
mountain fog to clip a piece of the bird and bring us down out of the sky. Sam, Johnny, 
and Maj were laughing with a marine we'd just rescued from a Hizb-i-Gullbudin terrorist 
camp tucked into the Sulaiman Mountains. He'd been MIA for two years. A farmer from 
the nearby village had let word slip that they were holding an American nearby. It took us 
a week and a half of trekking and recon to find the place, but we did. That night we'd 
gotten the greenlight from command, crawled up to the compound, and killed every 
motherfucker in sight. The Marine's name was Todd. He was beat up—skinny, but still 
hanging on. 



Under the whoop of the Blackhawk’s rotors, Sam stood over Todd, who was sitting on 
the floor, wrapped in a foil blanket. Sam said, "You're a hero, Marine. Got a lot of people 
back home gonna be happy when you step off that plane." 

"What's the first thing you’re gonna do?" Johnny asked. 
"Propose to my girlfriend," Todd answered, "over a plate of ribs...while watching the 

Chiefs beat the shit out of the Raiders.” 
We laughed. The Black Hawk whipped through the low-lying clouds of the pass and 

banked right. I looked over Sam's shoulder out the open door and watched a prick of light 
spark in the fog. 

"RPG!" I yelled as the pilot swiveled left and started the bird into a dive. 
The light of the rocket grew as it screamed towards us. Sam gripped the rung above 

him and the hand of the Marine below. 
I lost my footing and crashed into the wall beside him. Outside, the RPG clanged 

against the tail boom, knocking the bird sideways, but failing to fire. 
Todd slid through Sam and out the open door of the Black Hawk, knocking Sam’s feet 

out from under him. 
Sam held on to the Marine's hand, screaming as his arm jerked out of socket while his 

other hand started to slip from the rung above him. 
"Ah Jesus!" he shouted. 
I reached for him, trying to stand as the bird whipped from left to right. 
"Sam!" I yelled, stretching my arm forward to grab ahold of his wrist. 
I watched his fingertips on the handle turn from brown to white. I remember the 

wideness of his eyes as he looked at me. His fingers slipped. My hand grabbed his, but I 
couldn't get ahold. 

He and Todd were whipped out the door, tumbling into the fog. 
I watched them fade out of sight. It took two seconds, but it felt like half an hour. 

Their bodies dissolved into the white almost like a magic trick or something. I couldn't 
believe it. 

When we went back six hours later, they were nowhere in sight. Could have been 
mountain lions. Could have been the Hajjis. I gave the letter to Sam's wife, Pama, and 
walked her down the hangar to his empty coffin. She cried quietly over the box, then left. 
I stood there with my hand on its wooden frame for an hour after that. 

I kicked a loose stone on the path while I walked, my mind still standing by Sam's 
coffin in the hangar. Then something caught the corner of my eye. I looked up to see a 
shadow in the fog. It was a person moving away from me. My legs ached, but I picked up 
the pace anyway. They did too. 

"Hey!" I shouted. 
There was no response. I pushed myself forward, lifting my legs higher into a jog—

something I hadn't even dreamed of doing yet. The person seemed to be walking, but they 
were moving so fast I couldn't catch them. 



My feet slapped against the path, scattering rocks and dirt, the mist cool on my face 
and fists. 

The shadow slowed, moving without a sound. 
My side was aching so bad, I thought my scars were splitting open. I ran anyway. I 

was gaining on them. I came within five feet of whoever it was and reached out to grab 
their shoulder. They stepped forward and the fog closed around them. I tripped, twisting 
sideways and landing on my knee and face. The rocks bit into my skin as I slid forward 
onto my belly, looking up for the stranger. 

Something was walking towards me. Its footsteps shifted the bits of loose stones and 
echoed just a second after each other. I grunted and pushed my chest off the dirt in time 
for a rough tongue to lick my ear. 

"Motherfu-" I shouted as I looked to my left and saw a sheep standing, white against 
the fog. 

"Baaa," she said back. 
I laughed and collapsed onto the dirt, but I was sure it hadn’t been a sheep I was 

chasing. 
The rest of the walk took me another hour and a half. I had stopped and sat with the 

sheep until my side quit aching and my legs didn't burn so badly. Then I stopped again 
when I came to a small, burnt down house on the side of the path. The smell of smoke 
drew me to the place, but when I got there I found that the wooden beams were wet—
soggy. The place had burned down months ago. I sat under the doorway for a few 
minutes. Then my eyes started to itch, so I grunted myself back to my feet and took a few 
steps away from the house. I turned around to take another look, because the smell of 
burning timber was so strong, I could have sworn it was still on fire. The house had 
disappeared, though, swallowed up by the fog—at least that’s I figured. When I got to the 
town, I made my way down the main road to the Spar. A kid was sitting outside the door 
eating a red, white, and blue popsicle. He nodded to me as I pushed open the door. 

“’Bout you, lad?" the man behind the counter said. 
"Pack of Camels if you've got 'em." 
“I’m afeard I don't 'got 'em'," he smiled, showing a missing front tooth. 
"Whatever you do have, then," I said, laying a twenty-pound note on the counter. 
He turned around and pulled a mashed up pack of Carrolls from a tray behind him. 
"Most everyone around here smokes a pipe or a cigar, lad. Don't keep much stock of 

fags." 
"This is fine," I said, still not sure what I was going to do with them. I threw a lighter 

and a pack of gum on the counter too, paid and stepped outside, planning on giving the 
kid with the popsicle a stick of gum, but he was gone. 

I tore the pack of cigarettes open and stuffed one into my mouth. Anxiety climbed up 
into my throat. The lighter flicked in between my fingers—once, twice, three times—till I 
got a flame out of it and bent my head to hug that flame to the stick in my mouth. I 



breathed in a lungful. It caught in the webbings of my lungs, and I hacked it back up. I 
sucked another mouthful in and tried to swallow it. Coughed that up too. 

"Jesus," I thought, “this is good." 
I stopped at Murray's, throat dry from running and sore from coughing. It was still 

sitting in the same spot it had been when I’d been there with Isaac and the guys—like the 
pyramids or Stonehenge, something from an ancient world, a time long gone. 

Murray was wiping down the bar when I stepped inside. "You're that O'Shea lad, 
aren't you?" 

"Yeah," I said. "You open?" 
"Not for two more hours—the kitchen, at least." 
"I just need a drink." 
He slid his thick hands off the bar with the rag and reached under it. Without taking 

his eyes off me, he brought his left hand up with a cup and set it down. His finger pointed 
down the counter to a barrel laying on its side with a tap drilled into it.  

I wondered if Murray could have known what happened. I waited for him to bring a 
revolver up in his other hand. 

He tilted his head towards the barrel. "On the house," he said. "For Isaac." 
My gut twisted, but I needed a drink. I shrugged off my jacket and took the cup to the 

keg. Guinness as black as tar spouted into the glass, a thin layer of white foam crowning 
the top. 

I sat down at the bar. Murray had uncapped a bottle of his best whiskey and was 
holding it against his chest staring into space. 

"The good Lord takes the best of them," he said. "Isaac, Paddy, you've fought long 
and hard for freedom. Now rest in it. One day it'll come for what's left of us." He clinked 
his bottle against my glass and took a heavy swig. 

"Slainte," I said, and drank with him, feeling like Judas at the table with Jesus the 
night before the crucifixion. 



Haley

The alarm on my heart-rate monitor squealed. Rosie’s voice was muffled, screaming 
for the crash kit. Then there were other voices, their hands jerking at my gown and 
bedsheet to get to bare skin. A breather was placed on my mouth. Amy had it. She 
pumped three times while they strapped the electric paddles onto my chest. Air opened 
my lungs. 

“Clear!” Amy shouted, sounding scared. 
“Simon, now,” came Rosie’s voice, like she was speaking underwater. 
There was a click, and then my body seized. I felt my heart trip over itself to start 

beating again. I fought it. I didn’t want to live—not like this, not anymore. I was sick of 
the darkness, of the helplessness, of the pain. It was like my whole life was a swamp, 
reeking with hatred and loneliness, filled with dead people and the voices of everyone 
who was just fucking-fine going on with their own lives around me. My heart slowed 
again. The monitor screamed in the background while Amy forced air into my nose and 
mouth. They hit the charge again, sending seventeen hundred volts into my heart. 

No! I shouted. Why won’t you just let me die? I want to die, dammit. I want to die! 
The charge signaled that it was ready, and my body lifted off of the bed again. When I 

slammed back down, the monitor beeped along with the thumping in my chest. 
“Good job, guys,” Rosie said. 
God, please, I begged, please just let me die. Don’t leave me here like this. Not like 

this, trapped in my head with him. Please, kill me. 
__ 

I crashed two more times that week, but they brought me back. 
I knew it had been a week, because I’d started to notice the routines. Sue had the 

morning shift. Rosie had the afternoon. An Indian girl named Kelly Singh had the late 
shift, but she didn’t come around that often. Dr. Jandari came by once a week, at first, and 
Dr. Yi stopped in every three days. Savannah cleaned on the weekdays, but there was 
another weekend cleaner named Michaela Swanson. 

When Aunt Winnie found out that they’d had to revive me, she started spending the 
night every night again. I felt bad for her. I wished I could just die and let her get on with 
her life. But they kept bringing me back, and I knew that was worse on her. Not knowing 
which moment would be my last meant that she couldn’t leave my side. 

One night, she sat by my bed and read the Bible to me. Somehow, having her near and 
hearing the sound of her voice chased away the demons. She read from the Psalms: 

“Praise the Lord, my soul,  
    and forget not all his benefits— 



who forgives all your sins  
    and heals all your diseases, 

who redeems your life from the pit  
    and crowns you with love and compassion, 

who satisfies your desires with good things  
    so that your youth is renewed like the eagle’s.” 

But why won’t you heal me? I asked God as she read. 
“That was your mother’s Psalm,” Aunt Winnie said. “Our father, your grandfather 

Desmond, gave us both a Psalm of our own when we were girls. Nora’s was Psalm one 
hundred and three, verses two through five. Mine was Psalm seventy one, verses five 
through eight. And your grandmother, Roisin, stitched it onto a pillow that she gave each 
of us. I couldn’t find your mother’s,” she said, leaning forward and laying something soft 
with a ruffled edge beside my head, “but I kept mine.” 

She read it to me,  

“For you have been my hope, Sovereign Lord,  
    my confidence since my youth. 

From birth I have relied on you;  
    you brought me forth from my mother’s womb.  
    I will ever praise you. 

I have become a sign to many;  
    you are my strong refuge. 

My mouth is filled with your praise,  
    declaring your splendor all day long.” 

She sat quietly. 
I realized how selfish I had been. If I died, Winnie would have no one. Shirley was 

probably dead, or maybe he was just hiding, but either way, he wasn’t coming home. I 
was the only family she had left. 

I’m sorry, I told Aunt Winnie. I’m sorry I tried to leave you. 
She tucked me in, saying prayers for me and for Shirley, then laid down on the couch. 

The deepness of her breathing as she slept told me how tired she was. After a little while, 
the door opened. I waited for the nurse, or whoever had come in, to change my saline 
drip, but they never did. A few minutes later the door closed again. 



Shirley

I leaned my head on the glass, watching drops of cold rain trickle past. 
Erin shifted gears, and the car crested a hill, coasting down the other side. “Thanks for 

coming,” she said. 
I peeled my forehead off the window and turned to her. She hadn’t taken her eyes off 

the road. Her lashes curled up ahead of them. Her nose cut a slender line, just turned up a 
little and rounded at the tip, against the rush of green and grey outside. I still hadn’t found 
an angle that Erin wasn’t knockout gorgeous from. 

She turned her eyes to meet mine. “What?” she asked. 
“Thanks for inviting me along,” I said, still unsure about where we stood. 
“In all fairness, I didn’t,” she said, stinging me. “You’ve got Aunt Bernie to thank for 

that.” 
“Well, you could have left me.” 
“I s’pose,” she smiled, “but I knew you’d be all mopey and whingey about it for the 

rest of the week.” 
I laughed. 
“Poor me, I’ve got lay in bed all day and be served hot tea and five course meals by 

women who’ve got plenty o’ better things to do,” she mocked me. 
“I guess it’s not such a bad life.” 
“Ack, a wee bit o’ fresh air and some movement will do you good, anyway, ya lazy 

backer.” 
“If I’d have known this was coming, I might have stayed in bed today.” 
“Oh, having second thoughts now, are we? Can’t put up with a bit o’ craic at the early 

hour of ten in the morning. It’s a wonder you boys haven’t won a war since nineteen forty 
five.” 

“Ouch. Yeah, but at least we got our independence from your boy, Georgie. You guys 
tried. How’d that turn out for you, by the way?” I smiled, wondering if I’d gone too far. 

She laughed. “Oh, touche, Mr. O’Shea. So the Yankee doesn’t just fire blanks.” 
“What?” I said, barely able to get the words out. 
“Firing blanks. You’re harmless, Shirley. You couldn’t banter if your life depended on 

it.” 
I laughed, hard. 
“What?” she asked, confused. 
“That means something completely different where I come from.” 
“Oh, you mea-” she broke into laughter too. The sound was happy and melodic. It 

filled the car. “I’d completely forgotten about that. Oh, Lord. Well, I hope I ha’en’t 
insulted your manhood too far, Shirley.” 

“That’s alright. No harm done,” I said, but wondered about that—after a fall like I’d 
taken and whatever those doctors did to put my body back together again, would it still-? 



“Oh, Erin, you’ve got to mind your tongue,” she said to herself. 
“Nah,” I said. “I like that you’re not afraid to say what you’re thinking.” 
“Do you, then?” She smiled and turned back to the road. The car throttled higher as 

she changed gears to climb another hill. 
I watched the countryside lay out in front of us. Green hills were crumpled up like 

paper with black, weathered rock jutting out of the creases. Down at the bottoms of the 
hills were small ponds and larger lakes, collecting the rain that drizzled down from the 
low-lying clouds. We drove for a while, dipping down into the valley, then along the 
ridge of another hillside. 

“What happened that night?” Erin’s voice pulled me back into the car.  
I knew which night she was talking about. I tried to think of how to start. What could 

I say that wouldn’t make me sound crazy? But maybe that was the truth. Maybe I was 
crazy—am crazy. “I had a dream,” I said, deciding to just own up to it. “When I got up 
that night to go outside, I’d had a dream. It was vivid, and it wasn’t a happy one.” 

Erin listened, not taking her eyes off the road. 
“When you came into the barn, I wasn’t completely there in my mind.” 
“Well, you know how to make a girl feel special,” she said. 
“No, it’s—I wanted you there. I wanted you—but when we started…” I trailed off. 
“Snogging,” 
“Yeah. I flashed back to that dream somehow and got lost in it.” 
“Bollocks,” she said, her voice losing its playfulness. 
“That’s the truth,” I told her. 
“How does that happen, Shirley? Explain it to me. Explain how one minute, you’re 

burying your face into mine and grabbing my arse, and the next you’re about to crack my 
neck in your bare hands.” She looked at me, her green-blue eyes boring into me. 

“I don’t know,” I said, ashamed of the memory of it. “But I have these dreams a lot. I 
was in the army.” 

“Army? So you think it’s PTSD?” her tone changed, slightly. 
“Maybe. Probably. I was doing alright for a while, but when I got here, things started 

coming back. I had a lot of those dreams around that time.” 
“And now?” she asked, her eyes searching mine. 
“No,” I lied too easily. 
“Who was in them,” she turned back to me. The look in her eyes was softer. 
“People that I watched die,” I said. 
She was quiet. 
I turned back to the window. 
“How come you didn’t mention the army before?” she asked from over my shoulder. 
“Because that part of me ended a long time ago.” 
“Obviously not.” 
“Well, officially, it did,” I started feeling that bitterness, that lostness again. 



“What happened?” 
“I’d rather not.” 
“I think you owe me a story, Shirley. At least that.” 
The memories flashed in front of me like stills of the old slide projector my Pa used to 

have. “I was scout sniper for the 75
th

—a Ranger. They said I was an underused asset. 
Thought I was good enough to do more—SPECOPS stuff. My gunnery sergeant said I 
could shoot the balls off a charging bull while riding a camel in a sandstorm.” 

Erin’s eyebrows went up. “I’d like to see that.” She laughed. 
“I think he was talking me up a little bit, but, anyway, I joined Delta. It meant smaller 

units and more missions where precision was a necessity. You’d think being a sniper 
takes you away from the battle—makes killing easier. The scope changes everything, 
though. You watch your mark and see every detail. You get to know him better than his 
own wife. You learn what magazine he takes with him to the bathroom, how much sugar 
he likes in his coffee and what cup he drinks it out of, and you watch his kids kiss him 
goodbye before they go off to school. You see his self-doubt, his conviction, and the 
sadness in his eyes. You notice scars, tattoos, and birthmarks. And you watch as your 
bullet plows through his skull or his neck and ends his life.” 

“So that’s why you quit?” she asked, quietly. 
“Hell no,” I said, “I never would have quit. Even though it’s a shock to your mind and 

your soul to do that to a man, you tell yourself that it’s right. It’s what needs to be done. 
That man is evil, and he will hurt the ones you love if you don’t hurt him first.” 

 Erin watched the road, her expression, unreadable. 
“Those weren’t the only missions, though,” I continued. “Hostage rescues, intel-

gathering, target reconnaissance, wetwork kind of missions that left no survivors and shut 
down compounds and weapons facilities for good—and the snatch and grabs where we 
had to take a rebel leader alive. Killing wasn’t the worst part of the job—it was when the 
order came to stand down and let a target go. I’d seen enough at that point that the dreams 
started to keep me awake for hours at night. Then I watched a weapons smuggler rape 
and beat a woman to death in Armenia.  

She was quiet, so I went on. “I had been stalking him for three days, waiting for the 
right moment and the kill order. They brought the girl to him and emptied a pair of 
ballerina shoes from the small duffel she was carrying. He laughed. I looked at the girl, 
six hundred and fifty two meters away. She was probably eighteen, but she seemed like 
someone who was older inside than she looked on the surface. She had thick, wavy, black 
hair and full lips that were sculpted into a frown. He gestured for her to put the shoes on 
and dance for him. She did. Her poise was perfect, but her nostrils flared as she breathed, 
and her eyes looked around frantically for a way out. She knew what was going to 
happen to her. Her hair flew wildly behind her as she spun, and in an instant, her eyes 
shot straight out towards me. They were reaching—pleading. 



‘Ask for the kill order,’ I told Tim, my spotter. ‘Tell them I have the shot.’ 
‘Negative,’ came the reply over our satcom. ‘Do not engage. Wait until the target 

meets with the buyer.’ 
She stopped dancing as the smuggler broke into applause. He approached her, putting 

his hand on the side of her face, then trailing it down over her body. Her head leaned 
away as he spoke to her and kissed her neck, but the rest of her body was too paralyzed 
by fear to move. I watched as he undressed her and backed her up against his desk. He 
raped her.” I swallowed, taking a breath. “When she started crying, he slapped her. 

‘Dammit,’ I said, ‘He’s going to fucking kill her.’ 
Tim tried again, but the response was the same, ‘Don’t jeopardize the mission. Wait 

for the meet.’ 
I trained my crosshairs on the man’s temple. My finger tightened on the trigger. 
‘Shirley.’ Tim put his hand on my arm, shaking his head. 
‘Fuck,’ I said. 
‘I know,’ he answered, taking his eye out of his scope. 
“I couldn’t look away, though. I couldn’t leave her alone to face the worst and last 

moments of her life. I watched as the arms dealer grabbed a fistful of her hair and 
slammed her head back against the desk, then held it there and brought his other hand 
down to break her nose. It took thirty minutes for him to beat her to death. When he was 
finished, I was shaking and my mouth had dried out to sandpaper. His men took away her 
body. I waited. Tim and I laid in the grass for two more days, my finger burning to put a 
bullet in that son of a bitch and watch his face explode. And the meet never happened. 
Command called us off because they’d hacked his computer and cellphone, and the intel 
they could gather on his customers was more valuable than just ending him right there.” I 
swallowed again, feeling the muscles around my jaw tighten. 

“A few months later, I was in the Philippines at a mass grave. A politician in 
Zamboanga had invited his opponent’s entire family and financial backers to his house as 
a gesture of goodwill. On their way, they were ambushed and emptied out of their vans 
on the side of the road. He marched them into the trees to an open field he’d excavated, 
lined them up and massacred them. A local found the grave by following a trail of 
crayons that a little girl had left. Men, women, grandparents and children were all piled 
up on top of each other like rags to be thrown away. The politician was an alleged 
sponsor of the Abu Sayaaf, a group of Muslim extremists in the region, so we supervised 
a joint assault with the Filipinos on his compound. Maj and I got to him first. He was on 
the toilet, drinking gin and flipping through the pages of a Playboy. He was surprised, but 
then he started chuckling to himself. He put his hands up in mock surrender. 

‘You don’t know this country, Joe,’ he said, his voice thick with a gravelly, Filipino 
accent. ‘Our presidents kill more people than I have. Maybe we pray to Mary, but 
everyone bows to money.’ 

“I knew he was right. Politicians own the courts in the Philippines. 



‘So, you can take me away, but can I at least wipe my ass first?’ he asked, cracking a 
smile. 

I aimed my carbine at him and started to say something. I changed my mind and 
pulled the trigger instead.  

“The guys chewed my ass off for it, but they covered for me. A week later, though, I 
woke up in Surigao, pointing a .45 down at another operator. I was sent in for a psych-
eval. The results came back, ‘unfit for service,’ and that was it. I had given up my soul to 
become who I was. It was all I knew, but they didn’t want me anymore.” 

Haley

“You had a rough time last week, didn’t you, Haley?” Sue said, reinserting my 
catheter. “What was that about, Mariposa?” 

Oh God, I winced with the pain. 
She replaced the drainage bag and covered me back up with the sheet. 
“This is nice,” she said, touching the pillow by my head. “Did your mother make that 

for you?” 
Aunt Winnie had stepped out, or she would have told her about my grandmother 

Roisin. I’d never met her, and I wanted to see the pillow she had stitched for Winnie. I 
hoped that Dr. Yi would come around soon to check on me. Those eight seconds every 
week when she opened my eyes were the only time I had to reconnect myself to the 
world around me. The rest of the time I was in darkness with only memories and voices 
for company. 

A phone rang. The latin beat tripped along inside Sue’s pocket. 
Sue picked it up, “Hola?” 
A man’s voice mumbled on the other side of the line. 
“Si. Yes. What time?” 
He responded. 
“That’s too soon. I do not have my things with me. Does it have to be me?” 
The man talked for a minute as Sue said, “Si. Si,” her voice getting quieter each time. 

“Si, claro. Of course, I understand the contract. Where do I meet him?” She made a note 
in her phone as the man talked. “Okay. Tell him I’ll be there.” She hung up, breathing 
out. I felt her fingers along my forehead. “Dr. Yi says your wound is almost healed,” she 
said. “I’ll take the bandage off next week. That will be nice, won’t it?” She traced the 
edge of my bandage with her finger, then kissed my forehead and left. 



Shirley

Erin rapped on the window of the run-down apartment building. 
No one had answered the door. A speaker cranked out punk music somewhere to the 

right in a building that looked like it was super-glued to the side of the one we stood in 
front of. The door cracked open, and a woman’s face appeared in the gap. She was small-
framed, with a sharp nose and a soft chin. Her eyes were white, bulging and glossed over. 
She looked almost nothing like the woman in the photo on Rory’s vanity. She stared from 
Erin to me and back to Erin. 

“Mrs. Moynihan?” Erin asked. 
“Who’s askin’?” The woman moved her body so more of it was covered by the door. 
“My name’s Erin and this is Shirley. We’re friends of-” 
“That’s a funny name for a man,” the woman interrupted, then looked embarrassed, 

like the words had wriggled out of her mouth the way a fish wriggles out of a hand. 
"Yeah, my parents had a sense of humor that I still don't understand." I smiled, trying 

to put her at ease. 
"We're friends of Nick and Rory," Erin said. "They've lived with my aunt and me for a 

while. Her name's Bernie. Perhaps they've mentioned something about us." 
Mrs. Moynihan shut the door. The chain slid along its track and dropped, tapping on 

the doorpost inside. Erin glanced at me before the door opened again, and Mrs. Moynihan 
ushered us inside. 

Her name was Agnes. She moved slowly into the living-room, like there was a 
monster sleeping underneath the cramped stairway just inside the door and she was trying 
not to wake it. We followed her to a couch and a loveseat, both caved in by wear. She 
took the couch, making an awkward situation for Erin and me as we tried to figure out 
how to navigate the loveseat. I decided to just sit on the armrest and lean forward as Erin 
introduced us again. 

Agnes sat underneath a crucified and bleeding Jesus with glossy, lacquered skin. In 
front of her, on the coffee table, was a pack of John Player Menthols, two bottles of 
Guinness and a Jose Cuervo. I remembered what Rory had told me as we tramped 
through the stream and tall grass behind the barn, "I guess the good Lord heard all my 
momma's prayers for me. That was before she converted to alcoholism. Saint Joseph 
Cuervo is hearing her confession these days." 

There was a scar on her lip where it had been busted and lines on her face that made 
her look too old for the age she actually was. I felt for the lady. Years of physical and 
verbal abuse from her husband had pushed her back in a cave so deep, she probably 
couldn't remember a time when she hadn't felt constant pain or fear, so she drowned the 
feelings with alcohol.  

On the wall by the stairs had been four photos. One was of her and her husband on 
their wedding day. Another was one of those early memories of married life when things 



had probably been good. She had been pretty once, but all those insults and beatings had 
eroded her away. The only thing left now was a ragged and lined woman. I wondered 
how long it had been since she'd had a day without a drink. 

"I know you," she said, her words slow and loose. "You were all Nicky could talk 
about when he came home—the lot of you." 

“We were wondering if you'd seen him...or Rory, recently." Erin said. 
"He told me I should come live with you too," she said, Erin's question not 

registering. "Aunt Bernie's. He said it was a lovely place and that you cared for him. 
Thank you." 

"He is like a brother to me," Erin said. 
"Tea?" Agnes asked, her eyebrows lifting with the question. 
“Sure,” Erin said. 
Agnes looked at me. 
"Yeah, I'll have a cup. Thanks." 
The couch groaned as she stood up and went to the kitchen to make a pot. Erin and I 

looked at each other. She blew through her lips, seeming to say, "This might take a 
while." I nodded and stood up to have a look at the place. There was an old TV set and a 
bookshelf of trinkets, but not much else. A few pictures sat on the bookshelf: school 
plays, Nick as a choir boy, Rory playing basketball as a teenager outside their school. 
Their father wasn't in many of them. I stopped at the stairs where the wedding photo sat. 
Beside it was a portrait of Rory as a kid and another of Nick as a baby. 

"Rory was his father's boy," came Agnes' voice from over my shoulder. 
I turned to her, and she handed me a mug of tea. 
"When Ronald left, Rory was hurt the worst," she said. "He felt rejected, I think. He 

was angry." She took a sip of her tea, which smelled like she'd added about a case of 
whiskey to it. "I was afraid of him. I didn’t know how to be his mother." 

I took a sip of my own tea. It was bitter and burnt—could’a used a little whiskey 
itself. 

"Nicky, though," she said as I looked at the portrait she was staring at, "I could’n’a 
asked for a sweeter child. Even a wean, he'd write me letters to tell me how he loved me. 
When his father left, Nicky took to sleeping in me bed. Rory teased him so badly he 
cried, but he didn't stop sleeping there till he was thirteen." She walked back into the 
living room. 

"Mrs. Moynihan," Erin started. 
"Agnes," she corrected. 
"Agnes, we're worried about the boys," Erin said. "There was a car accident, and Isaac 

and Paddy, two of the men in their lives, died. We haven't seen Nick nor Rory since then." 
Agnes looked into her cup. 
"We hoped they might be here," Erin finished. 
Agnes shook her head, not bothering to glance up from her tea. She took another sip. 



"Perhaps you've seen them since then—it was April. Or maybe they've rang?" 
"And how do you know my sons?" she looked at me. "I don't believe either of them 

have been to America." 
"I met them at Bernie's. She's kin to me," I said, using a word that I thought would 

connect with Agnes. "I was in the accident with Isaac and Paddy," I lied. "When I came 
out of a coma, they were gone. I liked Nick. We spent a lot of time together when I first 
got here." 

She chewed on my story, then took a gulp and swallowed it. "I haven't seen Rory for 
three years," she said, "but Nicky..." It looked like she was going to shut up, but she 
continued, "I came in from the store and heard a noise upstairs. When I went up to see 
what it was, I found Nicky in me bed, his clothes soaked in blood. He had climbed in 
through Rory's window, the way Rory always did. He was crying, and he had a gun. 

"'Oh God, Nicky, what have you done?' I asked him, but he didn't respond. His mouth 
just hung open while his wide eyes spilled tears. 

"I took his clothes off and bathed him in hot water, scrubbing the blood out from 
under his fingernails. Then I burned the clothes and the sheets, tearing them into little 
pieces and putting them in the furnace. He wouldn't eat nor speak for days, but he held 
onto me when I laid down with him.” She drank the last drop of her tea. “I didn’t ask him 
after that. I thought he’d tell me when he was ready. I was afeard that the police would 
come for him, though. I was scared he’d gotten into the trouble his brother had when he 
was Nicky’s age. But they didn’t come. He stayed here for two weeks. Then a man 
showed up at the door. He was a tall fella—grey hair, cigar in his teeth, sport jacket, 
serious look about him. Nicky left with him. I tried to keep him, but he wouldn’t listen. 
He said they would find him if he stayed. The man told me he was a friend of Isaac’s and 
that Nick would be in good hands.” Her fingers ran over the lip of the mug, and she set it 
down. “That’s the last I saw my boy.” 

“And he never explained where he’d come from?” Erin asked, “Where he’d gotten the 
gun or the blood?” 

Agnes shook her head. 
Erin sighed, taking it in. “I’m sure he’ll be alright,” she said. “If he’s with a friend of 

Isaac, they’ll take care of him.” 
That seemed to take a little of the weight off of Agnes. “Can I fetch you another 

cuppa?” she asked. 
“Oh, we’d really better be going,” Erin replied. “It’s a long drive we have ahead of us. 

But thank you, Agnes.” 
She walked us out. 
“We’ll try to get in touch with this fella you were talking about,” Erin said, handing 

her a piece of paper, “but here’s my number in case he comes back.” 
“I will,” Agnes said, understanding the request, and shut the door. 



In the car, Erin asked me, “What do you make of her?” 
“She’s telling the truth,” I said. “Why would you make something like that up?” 
“Aye,” Erin mulled it over, staring past the wheel, “but what does any of it have to do 

with the accident?” 
“Maybe nothing,” I said, feeling a tingle in my shoulder where Nick had shot me the 

first time. “Maybe the kid couldn’t handle the news, so he ran off with his brother and 
joined the Westies. He could’a gotten into some shit robbing a liquor store and ran 
home.” It surprised me how easily I could lie to Erin once I’d started. Guilt sloshed 
around in the back of my throat. 

“I suppose that’s the most logical explanation. We’ll just have to ask him ourselves.” 
“You know where he is?” I looked at her. 
“I know who he left with,” she said back. “His name’s Gordon Harris. He’s one of 

Isaac’s friends.” 
The name was familiar. “So, where are we headed?” 
“Police station.” 
I froze. “What for?” 
“Gordon’s a cop. That’s where he works. I want to go find out why he didn’t bring 

Nick back to Bernie’s.” 
“Alright,” I said, “sounds like you’ve got a plan.” 
She smiled. “How ‘bout that tea?” she asked. 
I gagged. 
“Oh, the stuff was mingin’, eh? I’m surprised you drank so much of it.” 
“You didn’t?” 
“No! I would have retched all over the woman’s table!” 
“Are you kidding me? You mean I didn’t have to drink that shit?” 
We laughed and drove back towards Belfast. In town, on every street, the memories of 

that day flashed in front of me. I kept imagining I’d see Isaac, Paddy and Rory strolling 
down the sidewalk or eating lunch in a cafe. When we pulled into the parking lot outside 
the police station, Erin asked me if I was coming in. I told her I thought Agnes had 
slipped me something in my tea—that I’d just wait in the car for this one. 

“Back in a pound,” she said, smiling. 
I watched her walk into the station, then pushed in the car’s cigarette lighter and took 

the pack of John Player Menthols out of my pocket. I felt bad stealing from a woman like 
Agnes but figured it was one bad habit I was helping her break. Plus, I needed a smoke. 
The entire time we’d sat there, my eyes kept dropping to the cigarettes on the coffee 
table. I noticed my breathing was fast as I stepped out of the car. My heart was bumping 
along at double time too. What’s going on with me? I wondered. Maybe it had something 
to do with the medicine they had given me as I recovered—a side-effect or something. I 
touched the glowing coil of the lighter to my cigarette and took a drag. The taste of 
charcoal and mint rushed over my tongue and back into my throat, drying out my mouth. 



Damn, that’s good, I thought. My lungs took it in, then convulsed. I coughed and 
wheezed. The smoke rushed out my nose and burned my sinuses. I took another drag—
drank it in like water in the desert—and coughed it out too. Two cigarettes later, Erin 
pushed out the glass doors of the building. She hadn’t seen me yet, so I tossed my half-
burnt cigarette on the asphalt and stamped it out, feeling like I was throwing away a 
winning lottery ticket. 

“Does he know where Nick is?” I asked as we pulled out of the lot. 
“No,” she said, angrily. 
“But he’s the guy, right?” 
“Ack, I thought so. It seems I was wrong, though. Were you smoking?” 
I felt like she’d caught me with my hands in my pants. “Uh, no. I was talking with one 

of the cops outside. He was smoking.” I don’t think she was even paying attention to me, 
though. 

“Shite,” she said, the word hissing out of her mouth. 
“What did he say?” 
“He told me he hadn’t seen Nick since he was last at Bernie’s in March. He said he 

was sorry about Isaac and Paddy, though. He wished he could help me out. He’d be 
happy to put out a missing person’s report if I liked.” 

“Did you?” 
“No. If he’s out there and he’s gotten mixed up with Rory’s old mates, then I’d rather 

find him before the police do.” 
“So, what’s next?” I asked. 
“I’ve no idea. Do you know a good place where we can buy some cocaine?” 
I cocked an eyebrow at her. 
She smiled. I could tell she was partially joking. 
“I don’t think you should go chasing down those guys. From what I hear, they’re 

pretty bad business.” 
“Don’t worry about me, Shirley. Besides, I’ve got you to protect me, Mr. Gamma 

Force, Special Ops, Lone Ranger.” 
I laughed, “I wouldn’t push it, though. Like I told you, that life is over. And it’s Delta, 

not Gamma.” 
“Shirley,” she said, her tone telling me that a question was going to follow. 
“Yeah?” 
“Did that have something to do with why Isaac brought you over?” She turned to face 

me as we rolled to a stop light. The red reflected off the green-blue of her eyes. 
I wanted to tell her—to just be honest with her—but I said, “No,” feeling like every 

lie was carving away what was left of the friendship we were trying to rebuild. “It was 
about family.” 

Erin nodded and put the car in gear as the light changed. 



I hadn’t lied with that last line, because that part was true. It was about family. It 
always is. 



Mark

Mark Proctor stepped out of the taxi, buried in a mile of traffic that carved its way 
into the belly of Lincoln tunnel. Above the tunnel, tail lights moved, giving the 
impression of blood pulsing through the narrow capillaries of the city's congested streets. 
Only here, where the metaphor could be most aptly applied, the artery was blocked, and 
the blood stood still, congealing into a shared emotional clot of rage. Horns blared here 
and there. Cars inched forward, closing the gaps between bumpers in an impotent attempt 
to find release from the tension. The line of cars had not truly moved for half an hour. 

Mark's hand closed around the handle of his briefcase as he exited the purring taxi. 
Then he ducked back in for the second bag, a sports-duffel. Leaving the door ajar, he 
began to walk. 

Above, turbines whirled, pushing the fumes of the sitting cars forward, and pulling 
clean, breathable air in. The smell of exhaust was still thick, however, adding nausea to 
the anger of those who were unfortunate enough to not have a working air conditioner. 
Emilio Hernandez was one of those. It was Friday, and he was heading home from NYU 
to visit his parents in Philadelphia. He knew there was going to be traffic and had wanted 
to leave earlier, but as he was throwing his last pair of underwear into his suitcase, Amy, 
his on-and-off girlfriend for the last seven months had barged into his room, splotchy-
faced and holding back sobs. Sitting behind the wheel, forehead resting on his hand, 
sucking down half-liters of carbon monoxide, he replayed the conversation in his head. 

"Amy, breathe. What is it?" 
She moaned while she held a hand to her mouth and paced around the small 

apartment. They were classmates in NYU's pre-med program. She was a freshman, 
though still young enough to be in high-school. A smart girl, she'd worked hard and 
graduated early to get a head start on her plan to become a doctor like her father. At least, 
that's what she'd told Emilio when they'd been partnered up in lab. He knew that it wasn't 
her dream. Her parents had been planning it ever since they’d brought her home from the 
hospital. Three stillborn children later, it was confirmed: all their hopes and expectations 
would be pinned on Amy's shoulder. She was all they had, and they were going to raise 
her right. They’d even pulled some strings and gotten her an early start shadowing some 
nurses at a hospital in Jersey. That's why, when Emilio put his hands on her shoulders and 
physically stopped her, he knew immediately what had made her so crazy. He saw it in 
her eyes as she searched his, looking to see if he was the kind of man that she could trust, 
or if he was the kind of man who left. They weren't committed. They weren't even really 
dating. School didn't leave time for that. It did, however, leave time for the occasional 
stress-fueled sex binge. He knew it was wrong—she was still seventeen. That's why he'd 
tried to put some distance between them in the past few months. If her parents found out 
that they'd been sleeping together, they'd have him expelled for sure. That was the least of 
his worries, though. Seventeen meant statutory rape if Amy's family pressed charges. He 



could have denied it before, but now? Now he was looking at prison. That, as much as the 
idea of all that responsibility, settled a cold, heavy stone right down on his bladder. 

"Are you sure?" he asked, hoping this was some kind of joke. 
"Seven tests," she said, eyes never leaving his face. 
"Are you sure it's me?" He felt like a jackass the moment the words came out of his 

mouth, but, hey, he had to know that this was really his problem. 
Amy's eyes narrowed. She jerked away from him. 
"No, Amy, I mean, you know, we haven't... since... how long has it been?" 
"Not long enough," she glanced away. From the side, she looked even younger. 

Prison, for sure, Emilio thought. 
"What do you want to do?" Getting a girl pregnant should make you feel like a man, 

right? Then why did he feel so young, so unprepared to handle this? 
"What do you mean?" Amy had replied, a tone of anger pulling the last of those words 

higher. 
Amy was raised a strict Presbyterian. Emilio's family was Roman Catholic, right 

down to their socks. They both knew there was only one right thing to do. But then again, 
nothing else about their relationship was right. Why should this be any different? 

"If you got rid of it, no one would know. It would be like it never happened." 
"Emilio, why do you keep saying 'you'?" 
"I didn't mea-" 
"This has happened," she touched her stomach, "and you can't take it back. This is 

your baby too, Emilio, and I need you." 
They’d sat there—waited for twenty minutes without saying anything. 
"Listen," he'd said, finally, "I...I need to go. I'm supposed to be on the road right now. 

I told my mom I was coming home for the weekend. She's gonna be worried." 
"Emilio-" 
"This just isn't the right time," he'd said, as if Amy was asking him to take her dog for 

a walk. 
"Emilio-" 
"What?" he'd breathed out. 
"Do you really think that I should get rid of it?" 
He looked at her—blonde, short, blue eyes, scared, lost, helpless—and, all of a 

sudden, he was angry. 
"I don't know," he said, "but I need to go. We'll talk about it when I get back." 
That's when she'd started crying, but he couldn't help it. She was going to cry. She was 

probably going to cry all weekend. And him? He was going to live in his own version of 
purgatory until he could figure out what to do. He was thinking about how close to 
purgatory sitting in rush-hour traffic in the belly of the earth, breathing in all kinds of 
toxins, while sweating about his whole life going down the drain in front of him actually 



felt. That's when the white guy with the dark hair and the expensive grey suit brushed by 
his open window, knocking his mirror askew. 

"Hey!" Emilio called, but when the man didn't even flinch, he gave up and just leaned 
out to pull his mirror back into place. 

Twenty-two cars ahead of Emilio and one row to the left, Maxwell Howard was on his 
way home from his retirement party. It had been twelve years later than he would have 
liked, but just as sweet and freeing as he'd imagined it. He felt so good, he didn't even 
mind the traffic. Heck, it was the last time he was going to have to sit in this mess, so he 
might as well enjoy it. John Coltrane was on the radio, and his wife, Tina, was just 
waiting for him to get home for a second, and far more romantic, celebration than the one 
that his colleagues had thrown for him. All that was gonna start with his favorite meal of 
pot-roast, biscuits and gravy, and a green bean casserole the way that his mother used to 
make it. Tina had been teasing him all afternoon with pictures of the meal as she prepared 
it, and a few of her in that silky red nightgown he'd gotten her for Valentine's day some 
time ago. 

All these years and she's still got it, he thought to himself. Then, without realizing, he 
started humming along to Coltrane's cold, cold horn. He drummed the wheel. "Still got 
it," he sang in his thick baritone. “My lady has got it, all of it." He was no Barry White, 
but Tina had always called him her very own Teddy Pendergrass. He remembered singing 
"My Girl" to her on the high-school bleachers down in Birmingham, where they'd both 
grown up. All those years. Now they had kids and grandkids coming 'round for 
Thanksgiving and Christmas. They'd grown old together, just like he'd promised her they 
would. But not so old they couldn't do for a little more adventure. Maxwell had already 
booked a Caribbean cruise in honor of the occasion. It was scheduled to leave next 
Friday. He had picked up the tickets that afternoon on his way home. He was going to 
surprise Tina with them after dinner. 

He glanced sideways to see a little black-haired girl laughing at him from the 
passenger seat of a white sedan. Her mom, harried to exhaustion by the looks of it, tried 
to settle her down when she noticed the older man turn their way. She held a palm up to 
the window and mouthed, "I'm sorry," opening her lips in big, slow circles. 

Maxwell laughed and held up his hand to let her know there was nothing to fuss 
about. The little girl smiled and giggled, slinking into her seat. When the mother picked 
up her cellphone to read a text, Maxwell raised his eyebrows and stuck his tongue out at 
the little girl, playfully. She laughed, bobbed up in her seat and did the same. They 
carried on like this for a few minutes, while her mom sat oblivious, eyes absorbed in the 
screen of her cellphone. 

"Jayden's still not home," the text read in Spanish, "I called Nico, and he said that 
Jayden didn't take the bus from school. He saw him spending time with the older boys 
again." It was from her mother. This was the second time this month that Jayden hadn't 
come home. Annaluis knew what those boys were about, and she'd pleaded with her son 



to stay away from them. That just seemed to push him farther from her, though. If only 
his father lived closer. He needed a role model—someone to teach him what it was to be 
a man—not that Miguel was a man by any measure, but he was better than those boys. 
Jayden was getting too old for her to just shout at him or even spank him. Soon he'd be 
completely out of her control. She glanced up from the text to see the older black man in 
the Cadillac beside them settling back into his seat. Then she noticed her daughter with 
her face pressed up against the window so that her nose looked like a pig's as she puffed 
her cheeks in and out. 

"Nina, stop it," she ordered. 
"But mama," the little girl turned around, "he was doing it first." 
"Don't lie to me, hija." 
"I'm not lying," the girl whined. 
"You want abuela to pinch your ear?" 
"Mama, I'm not lying!" the girl insisted. 
"Don't lie to me, Nina," Annaluis warned again. 
"I promise. I'm not-" 
"Sit back," Annaluis said, "put your seatbelt back on." 
The girl returned her back to the seat, and her mother returned her eyes to the phone. 

There was no reception, so she couldn't text back or find out whether Jayden had gotten 
home yet. She looked anxiously at the glowing red lights stretching far in front of her. 

Mark Proctor knelt on the worn, greasy asphalt behind the bumper of a silver Camry. 
He untied his shoes—brown Ferragamo oxfords with the wingtips. His wife had bought 
them for him when he'd been promoted in October. Mark had been firing on all cylinders 
ever since he’d passed the bar, the fact validated by his rise to partner in under six years 
of working at Williams, Akerman, and Fisk. He was their lead closer with a hand-selected 
team that had been unstoppable since he’d put them together. A standing ovation—that's 
what they'd given him today before he left the office. After months of wooing, advising 
and schmoozing, he had finally closed on the company's biggest account yet, securing a 
hefty bonus for everyone in the office. He hadn't slept at all the night before, so he'd 
taken a taxi into work that day, hoping to catch a few minutes in the back-seat. He'd done 
the same on the ride home, before he woke up in the tunnel. 

The fans thrummed above him as his fingers pulled at his laces. Zipping open the 
duffel, he placed his shoes and socks inside. When his hand emerged from the bag, he 
was holding a grenade. A long, well-manicured index finger hooked the pin and pulled it 
out as he depressed the lever. His hazel eyes blinked once while sweat trickled down 
from his forehead, but his hands didn’t shake. He walked steadily, bare feet flattening 
onto the asphalt with each step. To his right, he passed a blue BMW convertible with two 
women, Margaret and Amanda, whose bleached blonde hair was sticking in strands to 
their faces. They watched him go, eyes running the length of his grey suit before turning 
to each other with puzzled expressions of laughter. In front of their car was an airport 



shuttle-van, whose twelve passengers slumped in their seats, sweating and tense with the 
prospect of missing their various connections. 

“How far is Newark Liberty once we’re out of the tunnel?” a husky man with a salt-
and-pepper goatee asked the driver. 

Mark reached his hand through the open window and dropped the grenade. It thumped 
on the floor and rolled under the second row seat as he kept walking.  

Five of the passengers noticed the man in the grey suit drop something into the van as 
he passed by. Of those five, only two reached for the handle of the door. The others bent 
forward to look under their seats for the object. The driver, a forty-three year old man 
named Scott Nichols, had not been paying attention. His thoughts were on how poor his 
tips were going to be when he finally dropped these passengers off.  

“Give me a sec,” he said. He reached for the radio dial to tune it to the traffic report as 
the two passengers in the back reached for the door. 

"Hey, woa-listen!" he started to say, but the woman on the handle, Sylvia Brown, 
finally found her voice in her panic and screamed, "Get out!" 

Margaret and Amanda were still laughing to themselves about the attractive, barefoot 
man in the grey suit and how they were inclined to join him when the shuttle-van in front 
of them exploded. A six-centimeter shard of shrapnel plowed through the BMW's 
windshield and into Amanda’s eye, lodging itself in her brain. Margaret looked over at 
her companion and saw her chin resting on her chest before she felt the blood trickling 
down her own face. Her ears, ringing with the blast, picked up the muted shrieks of a 
young woman in the car next to hers. In front of her, the shuttle-van caught fire. 

Mark reached back into the duffel and drew out an AKS-74U with an extended 
magazine. In the black Corolla to his left, Tonya and Michael Jones, a sister and brother 
visiting New York for the first time looked from the smoking van behind them to see the 
man in the grey suit striding alongside their car. Mark leveled the barrel of the compact 
assault rifle at their window and pulled the trigger. A burst of fire sent bullets and 
shattered glass through Michael’s neck and Tonya’s stomach. He swiveled the gun to his 
other side, pulling the trigger again as he walked alongside a white SUV with a bumper 
sticker that read “My Child is an Honor Student” and another that read “McCain 2008”. 
Ahead of him, a car door opened and a man stepped out to meet another round of fire 
from Mark’s AK. The man’s body jerked with the bullets, then fell back against the door, 
leaving it streaked with blood as he slumped to the ground. Inside, his wife screamed her 
husband’s name. Mark crossed traffic, firing at the driver of a green Ford Focus on his 
right. Around him, screams erupted as people flung their doors open and climbed over 
each other to get out of their cars. Mark continued to fire. The sound of the explosion and 
the bursts of gunfire in the confined space of the tunnel amplified the terror felt by the 
mob of people as they surged over cars, trampling each other to get out of harm’s way. 
Mark placed the smoking assault rifle on the hood of the Focus and reached back into the 
duffel to bring out a second grenade. The pin dropped into the cuffed hem of his pant leg 



as he lobbed it into a frenzied mass of people. The explosion rocked the tunnel again. 
Smoke billowed up and left nearby cars spattered with gore and the asphalt littered with 
bodies and their missing parts. His fingers closed around the handle of the AK, and he 
sprayed in the direction of those still running. A man in a pink polo and a woman in a 
business suit went down with three others. Mark turned and continued up the tunnel. 

In his semi, Donny Thompson heard the explosion, the gunfire, and the shrieks behind 
him. He radioed out, hoping that someone at the front of the tunnel would catch the 
transmission on his CB and pass the message along. People in the cars around him were 
climbing over each other, rushing headlong away from the attack. He watched as an 
elderly couple was pushed to the ground and trampled. Jerking himself out of his seat, he 
opened the door and dropped to the street. The jolt jarred his back. He fell against the 
door to the Camry beside him and held himself up as three teenagers shouldered past. 
Working his way along the corridor of cars, he came to the place where he’d seen the 
elderly couple disappear. Another man pushed him from behind, and he fell forward, 
landing on the old man’s back. When he rolled him over, he knew that he was dead. The 
old man had laid himself on top of his wife to protect her. She was bloodied and dazed, 
but still alive. Donny picked her up carefully, opening the door of an empty minivan on 
his right and laying her inside. 

“Now, you stay here, okay?” he said, pushing the matted grey hair back off her 
forehead. “Ambulance will be along any minute.” 

He slid the door shut and turned towards the direction of the gunshots. He had never 
had to use it, but today he was glad for the Sig Sauer P226 he kept strapped to his belt. 

Seventeen cars behind Mark Proctor, Emilio sat, gripping the steering wheel of his 
car. A scattered stream of people shoved their way past his window while the gunfire 
ahead punctuated their screams. He took five quick breaths and forced himself to let go of 
the wheel. Throwing his door open, he stepped into the gap between his car and the next. 
He turned to run, but heard another cry of pain. 

“Okay,” he said, and without taking his eyes off the ground, he turned his feet to face 
the direction of the shots. “Mierda,” he said under his breath as he pushed himself to take 
a step forward. “Mierda, mierda, mierda,” with every step. Somebody slammed into him, 
breaking his concentration and throwing him up against the hood of a car. Their eyes, 
panicked and wide, blazed past. He looked ahead at the van burning and people running 
between cars. He pulled his eyes down to the next car in front of him and began to walk. 
When he came close to the burning shuttle-van, he started to scan for the wounded. A 
family huddled in the Honda Odyssey to his right, whimpering and paralyzed by fear. To 
his left, the passenger window on a station wagon was gone. The driver’s side was ajar 
and no one else was in the car. The smell of burning rubber filled his nose and choked 
him as he approached the burning shuttle-van. His feet crunched over broken glass. 
Flames climbed out of the van’s windows and licked at the dark smoke that billowed up 
to the tunnel ceiling, where it was pushed along in a dark river by the turbines overhead. 



He approached a blue BMW convertible behind the van as the flames kicked higher. The 
woman in the passenger seat was dead, her eye gouged out by flying debris. The driver 
moaned. Emilio wiped away the mask of blood that covered her face and saw that she 
had a shard of metal lodged in her forehead. Blood had clotted around it, which was 
good, but her face was pale. 

“Miss… miss, can you move?” Emilio asked her, checking her for other injuries. 
Though her eyes were open, she was unresponsive. 

The flames of the van brightened and the heat on Emilio’s face intensified. “Miss, I’m 
going to have to move you,” he said. “It’s not safe here.” He reached inside and opened 
her door, then undid her seatbelt. Pulling her out of the car and onto her feet seemed to 
bring her back a little. She supported most of her own weight as he started to walk her to 
the left, across the lanes of cars to a U-Haul truck. He noticed another woman in the same 
condition, sitting catatonic in the car beside the blue BMW. Once he laid the first woman 
safely inside the U-Haul, he went back for the second. 

Maxwell saw the man in the grey suit cross into his lane three cars ahead of him. He 
wasn’t one of the many that day that stayed inside their vehicle in an almost paralytic 
state of fear. He simply thought that stepping out of the car made you more of a target. 
He’d hoped the man would just walk by. He didn’t. In the car to his left, the little girl 
Maxwell had been making faces with screamed. Maxwell watched as the man turned 
towards the sound and began to walk, firing into cars that were still occupied as he 
passed. He took aim at the little girl and her mother and pulled the trigger, but his gun 
seemed to jam. Maxwell threw open his door as the man dropped the weapon and reached 
in his duffel bag for another. Maxwell tried the handle of the little girl’s car, but it was 
locked. Looking back, he saw the man in the suit standing barefoot, raising a pistol 
towards the child. Maxwell felt the creak in his knees as he launched himself onto the 
hood of the car, covering the windshield with his body. The first bullet ripped through his 
kidney, breaking the same rib twice—once in the back and again in the front. The second 
one shattered his spine and tore open his lung before he heard it tink against the glass. 
The last bullet plowed through his heart before it was stopped by his breastbone. Then, 
the firing stopped.  

Behind Maxwell, Mark Proctor was dead. Donny Thompson pointed his gun down at 
the barefoot man in the nice gray suit and pulled the trigger two more times just to make 
sure. 



Haley

“Amy, are you okay?” Rosie asked as they shifted my body to keep me from getting 
bedsores. 

“Yeah. I’m fine,” Amy said quickly. 
My back and butt ached, and the scar on my forehead itched. I was miserable. 
“If you want to talk, I would be glad to-” 
“It’s really okay. I’m just a little run-down,” Amy said. “Any plans for the weekend?” 
“Is vegging out on the couch with reruns of Seinfeld a plan?” 
Amy laughed, “Yeah, I guess.” 
“Then, yes. I am entirely booked.” 
They wiped me down with a wet terrycloth, its rough fibers scraping away the oils 

and dead skin cells that had built up from laying in one position for so long. The air 
cooled my skin. I felt like a mummy that had been unearthed. 

“Are you doing anything?” Rosie asked. 
“Me?” 
“No. I was talking to Haley,” Rosie said, smiling, and they both laughed again. 
“I was going to go home, see my parents, but I’m not really feeling up to it.” 
“Are things hard with them?” 
“No,” Amy said, shaking away the question like it was ridiculous. “No, I just don’t 

feel like making that trip right now.” 
“Well, if you’re not doing anything, you could stay with me this weekend… Amy?” 
Amy’s hands let go of me. I rolled onto my back, wondering what was happening. 
“Oh god,” Rosie said. 
A woman’s voice gradually increased in volume. “…Lincoln Tunnel, where, less than 

an hour ago, an unidentified gunman equipped with grenades and automatic weapons 
went on a bloody killing spree. Police and Federal Agents have cordoned off the tunnel 
and are being sparing with any details. Behind me ambulances are shuttling in and out of 
the area as the number of dead and wounded continues to climb.” Sirens wailed and lights 
flashed, pulsing in front of my eyelids. Neither of the nurses spoke. Somewhere on the 
screen people were crying and police officers shouted orders.  

A voice interrupted the reporter, saying, “I’m sorry to cut you off, Georgia, but we’re 
going to switch over to Matt, who is with a young man that paramedics and police are 
calling one of the few heroes in today’s tragedy. Matt?” 

“Yes Lisa, I’m here w-” 
“Oh my god, Emilio!” Amy gasped from my right. 
“-onzalez. When Police arrived at the scene, they said they found him escorting the 

wounded and the injured into the back of a U-Haul van, where he had applied tourniquets 
and makeshift bandages to their wounds. They also said, Mr. Gonzalez, that you marked 



the cars with those whom you could not move. According to the paramedics, you saved 
the lives of some forty-five people today. What was going through your mind?” 

“Uh,” the man responded, “nothing. I just knew that these people needed help, and it 
would be easier for the paramedics if they were all in one place.” 

“Almost everyone else ran away. Why didn’t you?” 
Emilio was silent, except for his breathing. “Because I didn’t want to be that guy—the 

one who ran away,” he said, his voice breaking at the end of the sentence. 
“Mr. Gonzalez, to the best of your knowledge, what happened tonight?” 
“I’m sorry. I’ve-I’ve got to go.” 
“Mr. Gonzale-” 
“I’ve got to go. I’m coming back, Amy. I’m coming back.” 
“Well, there they are, the words of a hero: ‘I didn’t want to be the guy who ran away’. 

Back to you, Lisa.” 
“Thank you, Matt. Emilio wasn’t the only hero tonight, though. Georgia is with a 

mother who says that a man sacrificed his own life to save her and her daughter when he 
threw himself onto their windshield to protect them from the attacker’s bullets. We’ll go 
to Georgia now.” 

“I’m with Annaluis Moreno and her daughter Nina. Would you please tell us the story 
of what happened to you this morning?” Georgia asked. 

“We were-we were in the car,” she said, her voice wavering, “when the man started 
walking towards us. He was wearing a grey suit. He pointed the gun at me and pulled the 
trigger, but nothing happened. Then the man in the car next to us an old, black man, tried 
to open my daughter’s door, but it was locked. When he saw the man in the suit reach 
back into the bag for another gun, he climbed on top of the hood and laid his body down 
over our windshield. The man in the suit shot him three times. We are so grateful to him, 
but we are so sorry to his family.” 

The anchor took over, “The man that Annaluis is talking about is Maxwell Howard, 
who courageously gave his own life for the sake of this mother and her eleven-year-old 
daughter. Our thoughts and prayers go out to Mr. Howard’s family and the rest of the 
families affected by this tragedy.” 

“Oh my god, Emilio,” Amy said again. 
Rosie turned from the television to her. “Amy, you should go home.” 



Shirley

I leaned back in the driver’s seat of Erin’s old Land Rover, watching the bedroom 
light go on in Gordon Harris’ house. 

I had trusted Erin’s instincts and taken the car the next day to the Police station. I’d 
waited for the man that Agnes described. When he’d stepped out, my memory clicked 
back into place. Gordon was the guy who’d been at Isaac’s the night we went to get Rory 
back from his Westie buddies. He’d driven Sleepy and shown up late. He was the patrol 
cop who was supposed to have found the body of Philip, the young cop they were going 
to frame for the assassination of the chief of police, Hugh MacAleese. I had seen him 
walking towards the Rosemary Apartments after I’d killed Rory and was screaming down 
towards Isaac in the Causeway Exchange building. Erin had wanted to talk to him again, 
but I decided to beat her to the punch—besides, I had some questions of my own that 
needed answers. 

I pulled the auto insurance card out of the glove compartment and fished around in the 
console for one of Erin’s hair ties. Then I got out and crossed the street. Staying in the 
shadows, I snuck around to the side door and used the card to trick the lock. I’d just 
stepped inside when footsteps started down the stairs. On the kitchen counter was a block 
of knives with wooden handles. I pulled one out and crept into the hallway behind the 
stairs. The second door to my right was an office. I ducked inside as Gordon turned from 
the stairs and started down the hallway in my direction. 

He stepped through the door, and I pushed it shut, kicking at the back of his knee to 
send him sprawling to the floor. He let out an, “Oofff,” and started to yell, but by then I 
was on top of him with a hand over his mouth and the blade of the knife to his throat. The 
movement dizzied me, but I tried not to let it show. His eyes grew wide, cramming his 
gray, bushy eyebrows up into his forehead. I pressed the blade harder. 

“Shut up,” I said. “I’ve got a few questions, and you’ve got my answers. I’m going to 
get them any way I have to. The rest is up to you. Do you understand what I mean?” 

He nodded slowly, his breathing relaxing. 
“I am going to take my hand off your mouth. If you shout, I gag you again, and we do 

this twenty-questions style. I, honestly, don’t have the time for that, so I might be a little 
more impatient. Am I making myself fucking clear?” 

He nodded again, even slower. 
I lifted my hand, but kept the knife in place. 
“How many body parts you lose tonight is up to you,” I said to reemphasize my point. 
“There’s no need for that,” Gordon said, his voice tight as he tried not to move his 

throat. “I’ll give you your answers, but I’d rather do so over the smoke of cigars than at 
the edge of a knife. What do you say, Shirley? Can we have a conversation, or is this to 
be an interrogation?” 

“If you try anything, it’s going to be worse.” 



“I am fully aware of your capacity for violence, Shirley. I gathered up your trail of 
corpses, after all.” 

I pulled the blade back from his throat, leaving a thin, red streak of blood on one side. 
Gordon breathed out. He used the chairs in front of his desk to help himself up. When 

he was finally standing, he walked to a lamp as I closed the blinds. Flicking it on, he 
touched his hand to his neck and pulled it away with a smear of blood on it. “Feck’s sake, 
boy. You could have just asked.”  

I checked the drawers of his desk, finding a Walther PPK in the top right one and 
pocketing it.  

In his bathrobe and pajamas, he sat down behind his desk and pulled a bottle of 
Jameson and two cups from the bottom drawer. He flipped open the humidor on his desk 
as he twisted off the cap of the Jameson and said, “Help yourself.” 

I had smoked through Agnes’ whole pack the day before. I didn’t know if it was the 
nicotine that I was craving or if I just needed the feeling of smoke in my throat to remind 
me that I could, actually, breathe. I pulled a fat Victor Sinclair out of the stack, snipped 
the end of it, and lit it. Gordon handed me a glass of whiskey. “Good choice,” he said. 

“Where’s Nick?” I asked. 
He swallowed. “I don’t know.” 
I laid the knife on the corner of his desk. “I thought we went over this,” I said. 
“I fetched him from his mother’s place,” he smiled, showing a set of broad, stained 

teeth. “He told me what happened and what he’d done to you. The lad was in a shape.” 
He took a sip of his whiskey and snipped off the tip of a cigar. “He wanted me to hide 
him—talked about killing himself. He was angry and afraid.” Gordon took a puff and so 
did I. The spice pricked at my tongue, but the leathery flavor mellowed the sting. Smoke 
mingled in the air above his desk. “So I tucked him away till he could get himself 
sorted.” 

“Where is he?” 
“I told you, lad. I don’t know. A few weeks later, I brought him to Oran and told him 

that the boy was in a bad way and needed a fresh start—a change of scenery. Isaac was a 
man with many friends, Shirley.” Gordon seemed to age ten years as he said this. His face 
grew hard, and the lines set in. “I asked Oran if one of them might be able to take Nicky 
in. The boy needed a purpose to take his mind off the blood on his hands.” 

“Where did Oran send him?” 
“You’ll have to ask him that, laddie, but I don’t imagine we’ll see young Nicholas for 

a long time. There wasn’t anything left for him here. You’d killed his brother and Isaac, 
and he couldn’t go home to Bernie’s or his ma’s knowing how he’d put the bullets in 
you.” 

“Does he know I’m alive?” I asked, taking a sip of whiskey. 
“No, but then I wasn’t sure you’d lived either till you put a feckin’ knife to me gullet.” 
“What happened?” 



“I don’t catch your meaning, son.” 
“Why am I not dead?” I took a smoke, tasting a hint of cherry somewhere in the 

background. “Why am I not in prison?” 
“We invented modern guerrilla warfare, Shirley. If there’s one thing we’re good at, it’s 

covering our tracks,” he puffed on his cigar, then lifted his glass to his lips, blowing the 
smoke into the cup as he opened his mouth for a drink. “When the shots didn’t go off, 
Isaac sent men to the shooters. They found the bodies—Mickey’s was in the worst 
shape.” He took another pull on his cigar and a sip. “Isaac was supposed to leave, but 
he’d learned about Paddy betraying him and knew you’d come looking. We were to pick 
him up once he was done with you two, but when we arrived, we found the mess you’d 
made of everyone upstairs and the mess that they’d made of you. So we took you and the 
rest of them away and fashioned a car accident to cover up the job. Of course we couldn’t 
have fooled the paramedics nor the coroner. The bodies had been dead before the 
accident, and you had two bullet holes in you. Things like that raise a wee bit of 
suspicion. But, then, we didn’t have to fool them. The men who’d found you were ours. 
All they had to do was make it look right on the report, send the dead to the morgue to be 
identified by their next of kin and you to our man at the hospital. He’s a miracle worker, 
that one—only Saint Peter himself could have brought you back from the dead.” 

“It doesn’t add up,” I said. 
“How’s that?” 
“None of it. Forget the fact that I could walk almost a week after waking up from a 

coma. You couldn’t have gotten Eimes and Franco out with all those people around. I’d 
knocked out a cop at Rosemary and broken another’s nose. And what about the property 
damage? How does all that go unnoticed?” 

He sat there, eyes fixed on me behind the pulsing glow of his cigar while I talked. 
When I finished, he answered, “In all the commotion and dreamy hope of the celebration, 
no one noticed that there was a broken window on the Ferris wheel. We waited till night 
to gather Eimes and Franco. You’re a damn good shot, Shirley, unlucky for us. 

“As for the police at Rosemary and the property damage, I arrived at that scene 
shortly after you’d left. I told Aengus Molloy, the man whose nose you broke, that I’d 
called it in when I saw him with his head back, trying to stop the flow of blood. We went 
inside and found Bartley Robinson, who you’d locked up in the utility closet, and, 
together, we searched the apartments, door to door. I started at the top, knowing exactly 
which room you’d come from, and tidied away the worst of it by the time they made it to 
the third floor. Davin Healy, the man who’d been Rory’s escort, who you’d knocked 
unconscious, helped me move Philip’s body and the rifle up to the roof. When I met 
Aengus and Bartley, I told them I’d not found any sign of you, and I thought we ought to 
search the roof; said I’d wait for the cars downstairs. Davin and I cleaned up Rory and the 
rest of the apartment, then I called it in. Meanwhile, Bartley found Philip on the roof and 
sent Aengus down to tell me. Neither of them could give your description beyond a white 



male close to six foot and muscularly built. When the Chief Constable found that one of 
his own was meaning to assassinate someone at the celebration, they made sure the story 
never broke. We arranged a renovation of the eighth floor of the Causeway Exchange and 
patched up the window of the Ferris wheel and the crane. They are still looking for you, 
but, at the moment, they believe you were an MI5 agent who foiled an assassination 
attempt.” A grin broke across his face. “Does that answer your questions?” 

I pulled on the cigar, touching the ragged leaves on the tip with my tongue and 
breathing in the thick, earthy smoke. 

“What about Haley?” I asked. 
“The word is that she’s dead.” 
Hearing that sentence—it was like I’d scrounged up all the hope I could muster and 

locked in a safe, but someone had just tossed that safe into the deepest part of the ocean. 
It sank and sank and sank. I didn’t know if would ever stop. I swallowed down the last of 
the whiskey and felt it burn my throat. 

“I am sorry about that, lad,” Gordon growled as he gulped down his own and set the 
glass on the table with a thunk. The lid scraped off the bottle as he unscrewed it to offer 
me a refill, but I waved it away. 

“I need to talk to Oran,” I said, trying to focus as the guilt and the rage clawed their 
way up from my heart and into my brain. 

“I’ll get in touch with him. I believe you know where to find him. But, Shirley, I think 
it’d be best if you just let Nick go, for feck’s sake. Lord knows what it’ll do to him if he 
sees you again.” 

I pushed up from the chair. “Tell Oran I’m coming.” I took another cigar from the 
humidor and started toward the door. “One more thing,” I said. 

Gordon looked across the room at me. 
“You didn’t have to save me.” 
He pulled on his cigar, then hooked his finger around it and took it from his mouth. 

He shrugged his shoulders and turned down his lips. “I suppose we could have let you 
die. We probably should have, but Paddy’s faction wanted you alive—for Paddy’s sake. 
And they’re the ones in charge now. So, you have them to thank. They say you won’t tell 
anyone as it would put yourself and your family in danger with your government, and, 
who’d believe you anyway,” he said, “with the whole mess tidied up so well?” 

I turned to leave. 
“But Shirley,” Gordon called me back, “if it had been up to me, I would have filled 

you full of holes and dragged your feckin’ body through the street.” 



Haley

The attack was about the only thing anyone could talk about for the next two weeks. 
Fifty-three people had died that day—at least a third of them from being trampled while 
trying to escape from the tunnel. 

“All this craziness,” Beanna said, “it’s just the world unraveling. We’ve been running 
too hot for too long. It’s no wonder we’re starting to lose our minds.” 

Everyone had been walking around in a daze. If they weren’t talking about the attack, 
then they weren’t talking to each other. Beanna hadn’t had any trouble coming down 
from the cancer ward to visit me. She’d become a regular on the couch at the foot of my 
bed. My number of visitors grew, too. Michaela Swanson was the cleaner for the 
weekend. She told me about her son, who was going to prison for robbing a convenience 
store. “His father’s long gone,” she said, “so I have to be strong for them. Sometimes I 
think I’ve been too strong.” 

Miranda Gutierrez also came by because her nine-year-old daughter was going in for 
heart surgery in a few days. She talked a little bit about it—about how scared she was. 
Then I heard the clicking of rosary beads as she started to pray her Hail Mary's. She 
couldn’t finish them. Sobs choked off her words. 

I think it was because the hospital chapel was next to my room—why she had come in 
that day. I had heard Theresa, the front desk manager, yell at Savannah that it hadn’t been 
cleaned in a few weeks. My door stayed open when she’d left to take care of it. I guess 
the chapel had been blocked off for cleaning when Miranda walked by. Maybe she went 
there first, but couldn’t get in, so she’d turned around and stumbled across my open door. 
She’d apologized when she’d come in, but said she really needed someone to talk to. 
Who’s a better listener than a girl in a coma, right? I’d thought.  

I was actually glad to have the company. I’d been having that dream again, or 
memory—there isn’t much difference when you can’t tell whether you’re awake or 
asleep. Leon scraped his blade across my skin and dripped the blood from his mouth onto 
my breasts. When Miranda had started talking, she’d pulled me away from him.  

She didn’t say anything when she left—she hadn’t even prayed for me. I wanted to 
thank her anyway, though, just for rescuing me from that basement. 



Shirley

From Gordon’s we drove straight to the docks. 
I’d decided to bring him with me. My last get-together with Oran hadn’t gone so well, 

and it wasn’t going to make it any more likely that Oran would kill me if Gordon was 
standing in the room. So I figured it couldn’t hurt. This time, though, instead of ducking 
into the shadows, I parked right outside the office of the harbormaster. A rough-looking 
guy with curly red hair waited for us outside the building. Another one with a black 
baseball cap let us in. 

We entered Oran’s office to hear the whirring and clacking of a mechanical bull 
spinning in the corner. As if that wasn’t enough of a surprise, the man bucking wildly on 
top of it was Oran himself. Three men shouted a countdown around it. 

“Three! Two! One!” A buzzer sounded, and they let up a cheer as the bull grounded 
down to a halt. Oran climbed off: fat, hairy, glistening, and still wearing the skipper cap 
that he’d had on when I first met him. The men clapped him on the back, sending up a 
spray of sweat from his body. One of them handed him a towel. The laughter on his red 
face died the moment he saw me, and I immediately reconsidered my decision to pay him 
a visit. 

“So, the fuck-wit returns!” he announced. “Ack, but you have some testicular 
fortitude coming back here, laddie. Gordon, it’s good to see you.” 

Gordon shook his hand, then laughed and gave him a hug. When he pulled away, his 
shirt was patched with wet spots. I waited for Oran to approach me, but he didn’t. He 
turned his back and bent down into a mini-fridge. Two tracks of hair rolled up his back 
and over his shoulders, like someone had ridden a Little-Tykes car over him. He turned 
around with a couple bottles of Guinness and handed one to Gordon. 

“Is this your idea of hydrating?” Gordon asked, smiling. 
“There’s only two types of water in the world, Gordon: salt water and Guinness. 

Besides, sweating cuts down on the pints it takes to get langered.” He looked at me. 
“What’re you looking at, laddie? Admiring my diddies, are you? I should have figured 
you for a shit-stabber. Or is it the bull?” 

“Oran’s something of a virtuoso, Shirley,” Gordon said. 
“That’s right. Don’t let the pretty face fool you,” he winked under his thick brow, then 

said in his best Texan accent, “I was a genuiiiiine champion bullrider. Four years in one 
of your rodeos back in my youth. The bastard still can’t throw me.” He pointed to the bull 
in the corner with a worn and cracked leather seat. “I hope you don’t mind, but I only 
share my pints with friends.” 

“It’s not a problem,” I said. 
“I heard you died in the accident.” He threw his head back and guzzled down a fourth 

of the bottle. “Lazarus come forth, eh?” He smiled as he wiped the back of his hand 
across his mouth from one bushy sideburn to the other. 



“It looks that way,” I said. 
“That’s a shame. So one lamping wasn’t good enough for you? Is that why you’re 

back here?” 
I scanned the faces of the rest of the men in the room, planning my attack and escape 

for when the first punch was thrown. 
“He’s looking for the boy,” Gordon said. 
Oran turned from Gordon to me and back to Gordon. “I thought you wanted me to 

send him away.” 
“I did.” 
“Then why the fuck are you asking me about him?” 
“I’m not. Shirley is.” Gordon tilted his head towards me. 
“And why should I help you, laddie?” 
Gordon knew I couldn’t reason with this guy. “It’s for Bernie and Erin,” he cut back 

in. 
“Aye?” Oran asked, unmoved. 
“They’re not well, having lost so many of the lads so quickly,” Gordon continued. I 

knew it would be better if he did the talking, so I kept my mouth shut and my eyes on 
Oran’s face. “With Isaac, Paddy, and Rory gone, there’s no one left but Shirley, and he’ll 
be leaving soon too. He wants to bring Nick home, at least, before he goes, to ease the 
burden on the house.” 

“I doubt Nick will ease the burden—the shape you gave him to me in,” Oran said. 
“I’ve heard more talk from the rats on my boat than I did from that lad.” 

“It’ll be good for them,” I said, finally. “They need someone to take care of.” 
“I don’t need you telling me that, laddie.” Oran toweled off the sweat that had beaded 

up on his chest hair. “If you want the boy, you’ll have to outlast me.” He pointed to the 
bull. “Twenty seconds.” 

I felt every joint in my body seize up at the idea of it. Before the fall, I could have 
held on—probably—but after becoming a human Humpty Dumpty superglued back 
together, I could just see my body coming apart piece by piece with every jerk of the 
machine. I laughed, anyway, and said, “You’re on.” What choice did I have? 

I climbed into the stirrups and held onto the front of the saddle, saying an unconscious 
prayer, something like, “God, don’t let me die on a mechanical bull.”  

“Start him at level seven,” Oran said to the guy by the controls. 
They flicked the switch and the bull pitched forward, spinning towards the right in the 

same motion. I came up off the seat at the same time as it rocked back and met the bull 
face-first. There was a white flash in my head, and I knew I was falling, but somehow, 
my fingers got ahold of the saddle again as the front of the bull came back up and pulled 
be upright. The room spun—Gordon and Oran’s faces laughing along with the rest of the 
guys. I tried to breathe and relax my body, but every kick launched me forward again, 
and each spin twisted me off the saddle.  



The tempo increased. I felt each jolt in my back and the strain of my muscles about to 
tear apart. The bull buzzed and ratcheted underneath me, determined to break me. I held 
on. The count started from ten. My foot slipped out of the stirrup. I pitched sideways, but 
my other ankle caught, twisting and yanking on the joint. It kept me upright long enough 
to grab ahold of the saddle again as the machine rocked me forward. I hugged it with all 
the strength in my arms as it threw me back. Eight. It rocked forward again, and I slid, 
headfirst towards the floor. Then it jerked back up with my ass on the front of the saddle, 
and tried to fling me off. Seven. My arms burned, but I could hear the men shouting 
around me that I was close. Five. My fingers clenched around the saddle as I slid 
forward. The bull shook to the right. I fell off to the left, grabbing ahold of it from the 
side. Three. It came crashing down towards the floor, almost slamming me into the 
hardwood, but pulled back up, whipping me towards the ceiling. Two. One. I heard 
cheers, but the bull didn’t stop. Sweat ran down my arms and over my fingers. They 
slipped off the neck of the bull as it lurched forward again. My foot came out of the 
stirrup, and I flew into the legs of a set of chairs that had been pushed against the corner. 
The feeling was like six batons coming down on you at once. I laid on the floor, panting, 
aching, and about to black out. Bottles clinked and money exchanged hands around the 
bull. At some point, they lifted me back up to my feet and Oran walked over to a ledger 
on his desk. He flipped it open, searched for a date, and scribbled something on a piece of 
paper. His fat lower lip hanging in a scowl, he handed it to me. 

“Should have docked at the Port of Newark, actually. You earned this, Shirley,” he 
smiled, “but the next time I see you around my shipyard, I’ll cut you into pieces and use 
you for chum.” 

I looked at the paper in my hand. It read, “Alnilani.” 



Haley

“Looking good, Mariposa.” Sue’s voice was excited. She had taken the bandage off 
my head for the last time. “And my sister is a hair stylist. Maybe I can get her to come in 
and give you a trim. We need to even up the front and the back.” 

Her phone rang. 
“One moment,” she said to me, flipping it open. 
I heard the buzzing of a man’s voice on the other side of the line. 
“Yes,” she said. “Yes. Ten PM tonight at the Hyatt in Newark, Room nine-six-one. I 

have it.” 
The phone clapped shut. 
Sue breathed a heavy breath. I wanted to tell her not to go. I thought I felt my lips 

move, but I don’t think they did. She kissed me on the forehead, where I’d been shot, and 
left. 

Dr. Yi came in a few minutes later. A bottle of pills shifted in her pocket when she 
bent over to have a look at me. She pulled them out and uncapped them as she prodded at 
the skin around my scar. I heard her hand clap over her mouth as she tossed one in. Her 
fingers peeled my left eyelid open. My heart pulsed while my sight adjusted, taking in her 
smooth features and the red lines in her eyes, and watching her place the bottle of pills 
back into the chest pocket of her white coat. 

Prazosin, the bottle read. It was an alpha-blocker used to treat nightmares from PTSD. 
I knew it, because I’d studied it at Temple, but also because Shirley had been on it for a 
while when he moved home. 

“Hmm.” The sound was short and high, like the sound you make when you find your 
car keys in the last place you thought they’d be. Then she let the eyelid snap shut and 
moved to the right one. She left, her voice trailing out the door while it closed. I heard her 
saying, “Mandy, schedule Ms. O’Shea for an EEG and a checkup with Dr. Jandari.” 

A few minutes later, the door opened again. It wasn’t Rosie or Amy, though. It must 
have been another nurse. They turned the TV on to the news channel, keeping the volume 
low. It was just loud enough that I could hear what the reporter was saying.  

She was still talking about the attack. It wasn’t anything I hadn’t heard already, 
though. The killer’s name was Mark Proctor. His wife was refusing to answer any 
questions. Fifty-three people had died when he opened fire in Lincoln Tunnel. 
Investigators still couldn’t find any links to terrorist groups or suspicious activities in his 
past. New outcries were being raised on the issue of gun control.  

The nurse came close, their hands cold as they placed an injection into the IV tubing 
that led into my wrist. He—or she, I couldn’t tell—shuddered, wheezing a little. I 
wondered if they were sick. Then they left. 



Shirley

Erin’s voice startled me awake.  
I hadn’t gotten home from my night with Gordon and Oran till three a.m. I almost 

physically had to force my eyelids open. 
“Shirley,” Erin called from downstairs, “if you make us late for Mass, Aunt Bernie’s 

like to beat you back into a coma.” 
I pushed myself up, feeling the soreness in every joint of my body and the bruises I 

had gotten from flying into the chairs the night before. My right foot hit the floor and the 
sprain in my ankle perked me up with a hiss. I hobbled to the bathroom, taking a quick, 
cold shower, and joined Bernie, Erin, and Jans downstairs. 

“Look at the shape of you, child. Are you feeling alright?” Aunt Bernie asked, 
touching her hand to my forehead. 

I was scarfing down a biscuit and some eggs. “Yeah, just tried to go out for a jog last 
night and tripped somewhere on the trail,” I lied. I hated lying to her. I felt like I was 
lying about everything these days. I started to wonder if it would ever get so bad that I 
couldn’t even tell the truth from the lies. 

“Shirley, you know better than to push yourself so hard,” Bernie said. “The doctor 
told you to take it slow. There’s no rush.” 

Jans said something in Gaelic from the other side of the table and Bernie gave him a 
sharp look and a slap on the arm. He didn’t mind, snickering to himself as he stood up 
with his face buried in his coffee mug, still laughing. 

“What’d he say?” I asked. 
“Nevermind him, child. His tongue is as barbed as a patch of nettles. It’s not worth 

repeating. More tea?” 
“Thanks,” I said, then looked over at Erin as Aunt Bernie poured. I made a gesture 

like, “You’re gonna tell me, right?”  
She smiled at me, then couldn’t contain her laughter anymore and it burst from her 

lips. She shook her head, “Not a chance.” 
I rolled my eyes. 
“How was your trip yesterday?” Bernie asked, sitting back down at the table. 
I looked up, wondering how she knew about my visits with Gordon and Oran. Then I 

remembered that earlier, I had been with Erin at Mrs. Moynihan’s looking for Nick—it 
had been a long day. 

“It was a pleasant trip,” Erin answered, “but fruitless.” 
“How’s that?” Bernie asked, her big, blue eyes squinting. 
“We talked to the mom. He wasn’t there,” I said. 
“We had a chat with Mrs. Moynihan,” Erin filled in the story. “She told us he’d come 

by after the accident and stayed with her a few days. Then a man had come and collected 



him. It seemed like someone Nicholas had trusted or he probably would have run away 
again. Agnes said he was tall, gray-haired, wore a sport jacket, and smoked a cigar.” 

“That sounds like Gordon,” Bernie’s face seemed to brighten. 
“Aye, that’s what I thought, but I asked him, and he swore he hadn’t laid eyes on 

Nicholas since before the accident.” 
Bernie’s thin lips tightened. “Well, I can’na think of anyone else that Nicholas knew 

who would fit that description.” 
“Neither can I,” Erin echoed Aunt Bernie’s thoughts. 
They both looked at me. 
“Wish I could help,” I said, “but Gordon’s the only guy I can remember who looked 

anything like that.” 
Erin eyed me over half a biscuit. “I didn’t know you’d met Gordon,” she said. 
“Well, I didn’t connect the name to the face till after,” I took a sip of hot tea, “we’d 

stopped at the police station.” 
“When did you see him?” 
Aunt Bernie answered, “Gordon came around a week or so before the accident to 

meet with Isaac.” 
“And the second time?” Erin asked. “When you connected the name to the face?” 
“I saw him come out of the Police station when we were leaving.” 
Erin settled back into her chair. 
“Do you think he might be lying, dear?” Aunt Bernie asked. 
“Gordon?” Erin raised her eyebrows, looking from me to Bernie. 
“Aye, who else?” 
Erin sighed. It felt like a punch to the kidney. “Maybe,” she said. “Perhaps Nicholas 

got into some trouble, and Gordon’s just trying to protect him.” 
“Maybe I’ll talk to him,” Aunt Bernie offered. 
“Ack, you could try. I don’t suppose he’ll give him up so easily, though.” 
“If Nicholas needs a place to hide, he knows he can hide here. I’ll at least pass that 

message along. Meanwhile, it’s something to pray over. And on that note,” she gathered 
up the teacups, “we’d best be on our way.” 

__ 

The acoustics in the church amplified Father Briggs’ low, thick voice so that it rolled 
over the pews like the waves at Indian River had rolled over the rocks of the wharf that 
Dad and I fished on. The thought brought me back to the last weekend we’d had together, 
but it wasn’t so painful. I missed my parents. I loved them, even my dad, but I missed 
Haley the most. Over the years since then, I’d tried to be there for her when she needed 
me and do things to make life easier for her, but I hadn’t been there with her. I wished I 
could go back in time and do her homework with her, play baseball in Pa and Nan’s 



backyard, go to movies, take her out and spend time together—maybe even go fishing. 
Father Briggs’ sermon didn’t make things any better. 

“…And the first thing that Saint Andrew did upon meeting the Lord,” he said, “was to 
search for his brother so that he, too, could know Christ.” 

I failed her. 
“I know what you’re thinking, ‘But my brother’s a tosser, my husband’s a lout, and 

my kids drive me absolutely mad!’” 
The crowd laughed. Some woman snorted. 
“That may be so,” Father Briggs opened up his hands, “but look at the people that 

Jesus surrounded himself with: prostitutes, tax-collectors, uneducated brutes and 
criminals. Compared to them, your brother would probably be employee of the month.” 

Aunt Bernie smiled on my right, patting Jans’ hand. I laughed to myself. Erin saw me 
and joined in. 

“The point is that Christ accepted people with their faults and loved them till that love 
filled every crack and crevice. He told us to be ministers of that grace and his truth first in 
Judea, then in Samaria, and then until the ends of the earth. Judea was home for the 
people he was speaking with. That means that we must start with those familial bonds—
the bonds we share at home.” 

I looked at Briggs’ face with his goatee, brown eyes, and receding hairline. The image 
of that big man preaching in front of me seemed like something out of a past life. I felt 
out of place. It was like I’d been reincarnated, but I’d gotten a glimpse into some memory 
from centuries ago. He should be dead, I thought to myself, but I died instead. Briggs 
preached, oblivious to the fact that the timeline of his life was almost cut short by my 
bullet. At least I did one thing right, I thought as he continued. I saw Bernie’s eyes water 
up. She was thinking of Nick, I knew. I had to make that right too. It wasn’t too late for 
the kid, and, maybe, that’s why I was still alive. 

__ 

After the Mass, we walked past Father Briggs, who was shaking hands with 
parishioners on their way out into a wet, grey morning. He saw me coming and excused 
himself from the conversation he was having. 

“Bernie, you’ve brought a guest!” his voice boomed. I thought he’d forgotten me, but 
he turned from her and said, “Shirley, am I right?” 

“Yes, Father.” I reached out for his hand. He gripped mine in a bone-crushing shake. 
“How about you, lad? Back in the land of the living, eh? Hello Erin.” He smiled at 

her. 
“Hello Father.” She smiled back. 
“So, when did he wake up?” he asked all of us. 
“Close to three weeks ago,” Bernie answered. 



“I’m glad to hear it. We could use a bit of comfort. Have you seen Nicholas or Rory 
yet?” 

“Not yet, Father,” Erin said. 
“Aye, well, at least you’re with us, Shirley,” he smiled, “back in Kansas.” 
I was confused, but then remembered the last conversation I’d had with him. I’d told 

him I was a long way from home, “definitely not in Kansas anymore.” The more I 
thought about it, the more he was right. Being with Erin and Bernie felt like home. I just 
wished I could pull the other pieces of my life back together into one place, to bring Aunt 
Winnie and a few of the guys from the yard over, maybe. 

Aunt Bernie excused herself to go after Jans, who’d walked out to the car. 
“It was good seeing you, Father. Beautiful sermon today,” Erin said and went with 

her. 
I started to follow them, nodding to Father Briggs and saying, “Good to see you.” 
“How are you, lad?” he said, the question holding me up. 
I saw his face in the center of my crosshairs. “I’m alright. Healing, I guess.” 
“The last we talked, I believe you were trying to make some things right. How did 

that go?” 
I thought about it for a second. “Still hasn’t worked out yet.” 
He nodded, his eyes sad, but smiling. “Well, remember what I said, son. You can’t 

make yourself right. You can’t fix the broken pieces. That’s something only God can do, 
but you’ve got to let go for him to start.” 

I hadn’t given God much thought since that last day. I’d had a lot to say on my way 
down to meet the pavement, but since then…I’d been coming up blank. I didn’t know 
what to make of anything. Why hadn’t he saved Haley? What was the point of bringing 
me back? Was it just to show me how badly I’d fucked things up? Haley was dead. Paddy 
was dead. I’d lost any chance with Erin the night I almost snapped her neck. Her and 
Bernie were suffering, having lost everyone they loved because of me. Aunt Winnie 
might still be alive, but for how long? She was sick, and now she was alone. Nick was 
gone. I nodded at Father Briggs, feeling the tension in my chin and breathing in. “Yeah. I 
know, Father.” 

“If you’d like to continue our conversation or talk about this second chance you’ve 
been given, Shirley, you know where you can find me.” He laid his hand on my shoulder. 

“Thanks Father,” I said, then left. 



Haley

The couch groaned as the nurse with cold fingers sat down at the foot of the bed. She 
let out a long breath and the couch moved again. When she spoke, I realized that she was 
actually a he. 

“I never did wanna discomfit you,” he said in an accent, but I couldn’t figure out 
where it was from. When he talked, his voice fluctuated between actual sound and a 
whispered breath that wheezed as it left his throat. “I spoke with your aunt a spell 
yesterday. She’s scared, Haley. She didn’t say it, but I could tell. People love you, Haley. 
Don’t forget that in there. And not just kin. Folks out here love you.” 

Who are you? I wondered, thinking that maybe he was someone I’d known but 
forgotten, or maybe I was just dreaming. 

“I’m gonna help you, Haley. I am helping you.” The TV above the couch clicked on 
and the door opened and closed again. Everybody Loves Raymond was on. I had hated 
that show when I was awake. Now that I was trapped, listening to Ray Romano’s voice, it 
was five times more irritating. He droned on about his mom while I tried to figure out 
who that nurse had been and whether I knew him from somewhere before. 

Savannah came in a little bit later to clean the room. Her cart wheeled through the 
door, and it shut behind her. Ray’s voice got louder, and the laugh track exploded over it. 

Oh great, I thought. Savannah’s a fan. 
She started to laugh with the rest of the audience, but it was cut short by, what 

sounded like, a whimper of pain. “Mmm,” she moaned, then picked up her bottle of 
Windex and rag to go to work on the bathroom mirror. Her steps were off rhythm as she 
walked, taking in a short, sharp breath every time she put weight on one of her legs. 

Again? I wondered. 
When she finished in the bathroom, the vacuum started up. I actually welcomed the 

sound this time, since it drowned out the voice coming from the TV. As she stepped 
closer to vacuum under the bed, I heard a mumbling that sounded like her speaking, but 
she moved away before I could catch her words.  

A few minutes later, the vacuum turned off and Savannah sniffed. Another voice was 
coming from the TV. This time it was the nine o’clock news. The anchor’s voice was 
grim, jumping from topic to topic, like a morbid game of hopscotch. Three more people 
had died from wounds sustained during the Lincoln Tunnel attack. The body of Denise 
Saunders, the teacher who had gone missing had been found with her throat cut. Police 
were still searching for the driver of a white Toyota Sequoia that had hit and killed a 
seven year old boy on his way home from school.  

Savannah sniffed again. A wet popping sound told me she was wiping her eyes. She 
had been crying. She leaned on the bed, sucking in a sharp breath with the pain. Cigarette 
smoke clung to her like a child, and another scent—latex or rubber, like an elbow 
compression wrap or something. She stopped trying to hold back the tears and let go. 



“I’m sorry. You won’t tell.” It was halfway between a question and a statement of fact—
like she was reminding herself that I could not tell. When she finished, she wiped her 
nose all up and down her sleeve and snorted back the rest of her tears. Then she left.  



Shirley

“Well, go on then,” Erin smiled, giddy. “Grab the teat if you’re going to do it.” She 
laughed. “Not like a gesha. Grip it like a man, Shirley. Put your hand around it.” 

It was five a.m., and we were back in the barn. 
“Now, gentle. Squeeze and pull,” Erin said, smiling. 
The cow standing between us snorted and stamped the ground. 
“Gentle. Gentle,” Erin instructed from the other side of the udder. 
I tried again, this time grabbing up higher on the udder, the way I’d seen her do it, and 

letting my hand slide down over the nipple as I pulled. A stream of milk pinged off the 
side of the bucket underneath. 

“There you go, Shirley,” Erin said. “Are you sure you’ve never milked a cow before?” 
“I think I would have remembered this experience,” I said, then accidentally squirted 

myself in my eye. 
Erin laughed. 
I pointed a fully loaded nipple at her and pulled. A jet of milk shot out, spraying her 

on the nose. She yelped, snorted, and took aim at me, firing a round of full cream right at 
my face. The fight that followed was intense. We laughed as the milk flew, soaking our 
shirts and the hay around us. The cow mooed and stamped her feet. 

“Sorry, girl,” Erin said, looking like a schoolgirl being scolded by her teacher. She 
grinned at me from the other side of the udder. “I promise we’ll behave.” 

We finished milking the first cow and moved on to the next. 
“Do you miss it?” Erin asked 
“Miss what?” I responded as the first stream of milk tinged at the bottom of the new 

pail. 
“Fighting, flying around in black helicopters and skulking through jungles?” 
I breathed in, smelling the musty, damp hay that covered the floor of the barn. “I try 

not to think about it too much.” 
“It must have been exciting, though, getting to see the world.” 
I thought she sounded like Nick. “It wasn’t exactly tourism,” I said, “but, yeah. There 

were some places I’d like to go back to—this time with a camera in my hand instead of a 
gun.” 

“Like where?” 
“Palawan. It’s in the south of the Philippines. I’ve never seen water as blue and clear 

as that, and the beaches look like they’re made out of sugar. This is going to sound 
strange, but the mountains of the Hindu Kush that run from Pakistan to Afghanistan—
they take your breath away. Plenty of other places, but those two stand out right now.” 

“They sound lovely,” Erin said, her eyes looking down in the bucket, I could tell she 
was imagining them. 

“How ‘bout you? Anywhere you’d like to go?” 



“Oh, everywhere, Shirley,” she looked up as we worked. “I’d like to go back to Brazil 
someday. I’ve never been, but my father used to tell me about it. Isaac said he’d take me 
to meet my family there.” Her eyes fell to the bucket again. 

“Why not?” I said. 
“Why not what?” 
“Why not go? Maybe you could take Bernie. It might be good for you both to get 

away for a little bit.” 
“I don’t know if we could manage that, Shirley,” she said. “Aunt Bernie’s made of 

lead when it comes to leaving the country. You can’na budge her. And I’d feel bad 
leaving her and Jans here alone,” she said, patting the cow and standing up. “Someday.” 

I stood up with her and slid my stool to the next stall. “My nan used to tell me that 
someday wasn’t a day in the week. ‘Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, but plans just won’t 
stick to someday,’ she’d say when I told her I wanted to go back to school someday.” 

Erin smiled. “Sounds like a wise woman.” 
“Aye,” I imitated in my best Irish accent. 
She laughed, threatening me with the business end of the cow’s nipple again. 
“I surrender,” I said, putting my hands in the air. “So, do you drink it like this?” I 

asked. 
“You can. Would you like to have a taste? Just give it a suck.” 
“I think I’ll wait,” I said, laughing. “I’d like to get to know her better. Take her out to 

a movie or something before I make a move like that.” 
“You’re quite the gentleman, Shirley,” Erin said, her voice rising. “Who knew?” 
“Mama didn’t raise no fool,” I said. 
“Indeed.” She wiped her hair out of her face with the back of her hand, smearing milk 

on her forehead. I decided not to say anything and just smiled. “So, you-” she noticed me 
looking at her forehead as milk trickled down onto the bridge of her nose. “Ah, bollocks.” 
She wiped it back off. 

“I like your hair, by the way.” 
“You noticed?” she said, mocking me. 
“First thing when I woke up. I just kept forgetting to say something about it.” 
“Well, I like yours too,” she reached forward and grabbed a handful of it, leaving it 

clumped and sticky with milk. 
“Don’t start that again,” I said, taking the edge of the bucket. 
“Okay, okay,” she sat back. 
“I need a cut.” 
“I can do that. I used to cut Rory’s and Nick’s.” 
“So that’s why they looked like such jackasses,” I grinned. 
She reached for the udder. 



I grabbed her hand and we both closed around the cow’s nipple. It was ridiculous, like 
something out of an SNL skit. The cow mooed, adding the perfect touch to the moment, 
and we both erupted with laughter. 



Haley

We didn’t go to Mass a lot when I was younger. Most Sundays Dad mowed our small 
yard, watched the Mets game, and then grilled out for dinner. Mom always made sure we 
prayed before meals and bed, but she couldn't get dad out of the house to go to Mass. 
Instead, Shirley and I got our education at a Catholic after-school program near our house 
in Trenton. That meant that twice a week, the sisters lined us up and marched us through 
the doors of the small chapel on the campus to say our Hail Marys and Our Fathers. 

Mom went to confession, though. I was four, and every Thursday afternoon she took 
me with her to the Church of the Sacred Heart to see Father Stephens. I colored pictures 
of David and Goliath and Mary in Bethlehem with Sister Agatha in the church pews 
while Mom stepped behind the confessional curtain. The burgundy fabric hid everything 
except her shins and ankles and Father Stephens' feet in the booth next to her. I tried not 
to show it, but I was scared.  

When we did make it to Mass, I heard Father Stephens' trembling voice deliver the 
Doxology in Latin. To me, it sounded like the words that magicians and wizards used 
before a magic trick or a spell: “Omnia saecula, saeculorum abracadabrum.” Mom had 
told me that Father Stephens could speak to God for us and forgive our sins. She said that 
we would be "white as snow" in God's eyes. That only made me more scared. I was afraid 
that the confession box was like a magician's box—you know, the one where the pretty 
assistant climbs into, then gets sawn in half. I thought that if you'd been bad, then Father 
Stephens would rearrange your body parts so that when you walked out, your head would 
be where your belly-button should be, or that, even worse, he would kill you and take 
your body, and the only thing that would come back out of the booth was your ghost "as 
white as snow". 

I cried at my first confession. It wasn't because I was sorry for my sins or even 
because, by then, my mom was dead. It was because of all that fear that I'd hidden down 
under the pages of those coloring books. I wanted to be good because I didn't want to be 
punished. I’d never missed a Mass or a confession once I was old enough to go on my 
own. And every time I'd step out of the booth, a little part of me made me glance down to 
make sure that all my body parts where in the right place and that I wasn't glowing "as 
white as snow".  

I think I've always been afraid of God, just like I was always afraid of my dad. He had 
a bipolar condition my whole life. He never took it out on me, but I saw how he turned on 
Shirley when he was having one of his dark days. After mom died, he blamed Shirley, 
and his drinking got worse. He never hurt me, but I knew that I didn't ever want to be on 
his bad side. When he died too, I hated to admit it, but I was glad. I know that sounds 
terrible. He just wasn't happy, and he wasn't getting any better. I was afraid for Shirley, 
that he was going to do something to really set Dad off and Dad was going to go too far. 



I think that’s what I thought about God—that I was going to piss him off and he was 
going to snap. Laying there comatose, with the image of Leon’s face and the barrel of his 
gun burnt into my mind, I wondered what I had done. I thought I had been good. I’d tried 
my hardest. The things that Leon did to me—that Jake did too, years ago—why had they 
happened to me?  It hurt, having all that inside. I was like a wind-up toy that couldn’t 
move, whose gears were slowly grinding themselves down to nubs on the inside. Every 
thought and memory twisted the crank again. 

That’s why it was strange that people started visiting me. At first it was just Beanna 
and Michaela—Miranda that one time about her son. I don’t know if word spread or if 
they were just drawn to the girl in room four-nineteen who’d had a bullet put through her 
head months ago and still hadn’t woken up. Whatever the reason, they came. I would 
wake up to the sound of a coughing lung-cancer patient or an intern who’d come by on 
her break to unload about watching her first patient death that day. They talked or cried or 
just sat there, silently. Then they left. Some of them brought flowers—I smelled the roses 
and the carnations. Some brought other gifts: an apricot scented candle, a teddy bear from 
their childhood, their son’s little-league baseball cap, a clock that ticked every second and 
drove me crazy. I thought that I must look like a shrine of Mary in some small Mexican 
town—one with her eyes closed, a peaceful look on her face and candles, trinkets and 
charms scattered around the pedestal. 

A doctor came in. His name was Ahmed. He was a pediatric cardiologist. He sat on 
the sofa with a heavy sigh and cracked his knuckles. “She was nine years old,” he said, “a 
beautiful, little girl. She was scared before we put her under. I told her that she would be 
okay. I said her mother would be waiting for her and that she could just stay in bed and 
watch her favorite TV shows all week long. She told me it was Dora the Explorer, and I 
asked the nurse right there to send someone to buy her three DVD’s of the show. I tried. I 
did everything I knew to.” 

I heard the clattering of the DVD cases as he laid them on the end-table beside my 
bed. 

The next day, Miranda visited me. She cried, heaving sobs. I couldn’t understand most 
of what she was saying, she spoke in Spanish. “Mi niña. Mi niña. Mi muñequita.” she 
said over and over. 

She came close to me, then I heard the stack of DVD’s move on my right, and she let 
out a long, high wail. I realized that the little girl Dr. Ahmed had been talking about was 
Miranda’s daughter. I wanted to cry with her—to put my arms around her and tell her I 
was sorry. I hadn’t known before, how serious it was, and I was sorry. 

She cried for a long time. “Watch over her,” she said at the end. “Tell her I love her, 
and I will miss her, please.” 

When she left, her words stayed with me. I couldn’t see them, but I could hear 
people’s voices every day. Some things, they wanted me to hear. Some things, they 
didn’t. It didn’t matter. I was there. It was like I was some kind of medium, and I could 



hear ghosts—their secrets, their joys, their pains. But I was wrong. It was me who was 
the ghost.  

Maybe I’m somewhere between two worlds, I thought. What’s that they always say 
about ghosts, “they’re just souls with unfinished business?” Is that why I’m still here? Is 
it because I didn’t see Leon die—that I didn’t get justice for what he did to me? I didn’t 
know. That’s what I wanted, though. I’d realized that. More than I wanted to wake up, I 
wanted to cut that son-of-a-bitch’s dick off and choke him to death with it. Then I wanted 
to watch him burn in hell. 



Shirley

A red sun blazed at the top of the hills behind the barn.  
Erin’s calloused fingers raked my scalp. She stood behind me, clippers buzzing in her 

hand. 
“Well, Shirley, it’s time to make you look presentable,” Erin said. “How short would 

you like it?” 
“As short as you wanna go. Are you sure you’ve done this before?” 
“Of course! I’ve sheered plenty of sheep in my day,” she smiled. 
“You’re not inspiring much confidence,” I said. 
“Don’t worry. You’re in good hands.” She brought the clippers to my scalp. My head 

hummed with the vibrations. She was right, though. I was in good hands. The feeling of 
them on my head, my neck, and face—I started wishing I’d had more hair for her to cut 
just so I could sit there longer. 

A flock of birds flying West over the hills casted black silhouettes against the pink 
clouds. The air was cool and damp, smelling like rain was on its way. 

“Don’t take this the wrong way,” Erin said, “but you don’t seem like the Special 
Forces type, Shirley.” 

A clump of light brown hair tripped over my collarbone and rolled down my bare 
chest like tumbleweed. Erin’s hand was on the scar over my left shoulder where I’d once 
had the Ranger shield and the words “Death Before Dishonor” tattooed. 

“Oh yeah?” I asked. 
“Not that I’ve met any before, but from what I read, aren’t they supposed to be,” she 

searched for the words, “intense, driven, self-assured, and all that? No offense.”  
I laughed, “Wow, you sure know how to make a guy feel good.” 
“I didn’t mean harm, but you know what I’m saying, Shirley. You don’t exactly fit on 

the recruitment poster. It’s not a bad thing.” She continued clipping. 
“Well, it was a long time ago,” I answered. 
“But isn’t it ‘once a Ranger always a Ranger’ or something like that?” 
“Something like that—until they take it away from you.” Hair pricked at my neck. I 

brushed it off and wiped the hair off my stomach also, feeling my hand run over my new 
and old scars, my ribs, and the muscle I’d built up around them the last few weeks. 

“You go into the army thinking you’re somebody special—that you’re gonna change 
the world and make people proud of you,” I spoke, staring at the hills. This was old shit 
that was in a buried past. “They break you down till you’re nothin’. You give no answers 
but ‘Yes, sir’ and ‘No, sir.’ Then they build you back up again the way they want you. 
You stop being an individual and you start being a part of a unit. You work, eat, sleep, 
live, and die in that unit. Yeah, you get confident in your ability to get the job done, and 
when you’re not confident, you do it because you know it has to be done and you’re the 



one they put on the line. But when they call you out of that line and tell you you’re 
useless, then who are you? What’s left?” 

Erin stopped the clippers and took out a thin pair of scissors that creaked as she 
snipped at my hair. “And then prison,” she said. 

“Yeah. Then prison. Prison makes you an individual again. You’re not part of a team. 
No one’s watching your back but you. That cell tells you you’re somebody, but you’re not 
somebody that anybody likes. Every morning you wake up and look at those bars, it’s a 
reminder of what you did to deserve them. In the army, you’re giving answers. You are 
the answer. In prison, all you’ve got are questions. ‘Was it worth it? Am I evil? Can I 
change? What’s wrong with me? Who am I?’ Eventually, you just try to stop thinking.” 

 “Well, I like you, Shirley,” Erin said, mockingly. I was glad she didn’t try to coddle 
me. She knew I wasn’t feeling sorry for myself. The past was what it was. She imitated 
an American accent and said, “I think you’re a swell guy. And you’re finished.” 

“Really?” 
“Aye. Take a look.” She handed me a mirror. 
My hair was tight on the sides and a little longer on top. I ran my hand over it, 

ejecting spare strands into the air to float down in front of my face. “Nice work,” I said. 
“I do my best,” Erin grinned, obviously satisfied with herself. She turned to pack up, 

and I stood, whipping my shirt over my shoulder to dust it off. Bernie called us from the 
kitchen window to tell us dinner was ready. As we started back, Erin turned to me. 
“Shirley, you’re right. You’re not that person anymore,” she said. “You can’t live your 
life looking backwards. You’re this man walking beside me right now, and you’ve got to 
decide who this man is going to be.” 

She stopped talking. The only sound was our footsteps shifting loose rocks out of the 
hard-packed dirt. 

“Thanks mom,” I said, smiling at her. 
“I’m serious!” she laughed. “I had a hard time letting go of my da for a while. Finally, 

Isaac sat me down and gave me a talk like that. I listened,” she elbowed me, “and it 
helped.” 

“Yeah,” I said. “You’re right.” Hearing her say his name again, reminding me of how 
much he meant to her, was like swallowing a phosphorous grenade. I needed to let go. I 
needed to move on, but I couldn’t do that without making sure that Winnie was okay, 
without telling someone the truth, without bringing Nick home. I didn’t deserve 
forgiveness, and I knew that Erin never could, that no-one would, if I told them I’d killed 
Rory and Isaac. Winnie wouldn’t forgive me if she knew that Haley had died because of 
me. But at least I could find Nick. I could make sure Winnie got that surgery. I could do 
those things. 

It felt like shit, but, after dinner, when Erin had gotten up to finish a few chores, I 
asked Bernie if I could borrow some money to buy a plane ticket back to the US. 



“Of course, child,” she said, her forehead creasing with motherly concern. “I suppose 
it’s time you make your way home.” 

“I’m sorry I couldn’t find Nick,” I said, carrying dirty plates to the sink. 
“That’s alright. I’m sure he’ll come around. In the meanwhile, the good Lord’s 

watching over him. Should you wait until Doctor MacCormaic comes around again?” 
“I’ve been gone too long already,” I said. “I wish I could, but I’ve got to get back to 

my family.” I felt bad using that word. They were family too. “Do you want some help 
washing?” I asked. 

“No, dear. I can manage,” she smiled, light stains of tea showing on her bottom teeth. 
I could tell it was hard for her to do. “You run along and leave me to finish up. I’m sure 
you’ll be wanting to tell Erin your plans.” 

I took her hands. They were so small, her fingers beginning to curve towards each 
other with age. “Thank you, Aunt Bernie,” I said. 

Tears beaded up in her eyes, and she placed her hands on either side of my face, 
bending me down to give me a kiss on the lips. 



Haley

“It’s a teardrop,” Othello said, bending my arm at the elbow. “After our first fight, I 
told Tamika that the only tears I ever wanted her to cry again were the happy kind. I 
know it’s kind of corny, but I meant it. That’s what matters, isn’t it?” He paused. “I wish 
you could tell me what you think. It’s two karats, very clear, yellow gold—she’s a 
traditional girl.” 

Othello was my physical therapist. After my wound had healed and they’d taken the 
feeding tube out of my nose and put it in my stomach—a day I wish I could forget—he’d 
come by almost twice a week. It’s not like I could work with him or anything, but just 
having someone move my limbs reminded me that I wasn’t just a ghost. Some days, I lost 
myself. The sounds swirling around my room blended with those swirling around my 
head, and I couldn’t tell which was which—whether I was awake or dreaming, or even 
there at all. I begged for someone to come and touch me, to let me know I was still there. 
I would go hours without feeling my body until a nurse or Othello came in. That thirty 
minutes was the best part of my day, except for when Aunt Winnie came by—and it took 
the ache out of my butt, back, and neck. 

Othello’s voice was deep and friendly. He made me feel warm, and that made me feel 
guilty. Raheem came by as often as he could, but when he wasn’t in school or doing 
homework, he was practicing or traveling with the basketball team. He had gone to visit 
his dad in Atlanta for the summer, but said he’d come back early so that he could spend 
some time with me before school started again. I missed him, and as the weeks went on, I 
wondered if I was losing him. I didn’t think my crush on Othello was anything more than 
that, but I was afraid of it. He was the only man who touched me, tenderly and with care. 
It was his job, sure, but his hands made me feel like I was still alive. I was glad he talked 
about his girlfriend so much. It was like a cold shower for my mind. For weeks he had 
been telling me that he was going to ask her to marry him. He was just waiting on finding 
her the right ring. 

“I’m going to ask her on Saturday,” he said. “We’re headed to her parent’s place in 
Lancaster for a family reunion. She’s real tight with them, so I know how much she’d 
love it if I popped the question with all of them around to celebrate. I’m crazy, I get it. 
What if she says ‘no’?” I heard him smile and then laugh to himself. “I don’t care, you 
know? I love this girl.” He stretched my legs and massaged my shoulders. As his fingers 
worked my soft, shrinking muscles, Savannah came in to clean. “I’ll tell you how it 
goes,” Othello said, packing up. The door swung shut behind him as Savannah finished 
vacuuming and started to mop. Her leg was hurt again. She sucked in with pain every 
time she took a step. I couldn’t figure out how she could injure it so easily, or what kind 
of condition would come and go like that.  The mop clicked and squeaked over the 
linoleum in time with the clock on my left. She turned on the TV. The smell of apricot 



mingled with the scent of floor cleaner as the last laugh-track on Everybody Loves 
Raymond ended and the ten o’clock news came on. 

“Police are looking for information on another Passaic county resident that has gone 
missing,” the anchor said. “Tanya Hill was last seen leaving an independent film 
screening at William Paterson University. The five-foot-four, blonde, Caucasian eighteen-
year-old is the latest in a string of disappearances of young women who match a similar 
description. Though varying in age, Tanya Hill, Allorie Lang, Katherine McMillan, 
Denise Saunders, Kristine Eichman, and Patricia Hornsby each share similar physical 
characteristics. With the bodies of Denise Saunders, Kristine Eichman and Allorie Lang 
found, police are beginning to suspect the work of a serial killer and are asking anyone 
noticing suspicious activity to report it immediately. Police are also cautioning young 
women of the same physical appearance as the victims to be especially cautious, advising 
that they implement a buddy system, especially when traveling at night.” 

Savannah had stopped. I wondered if she had blonde hair. But the news-guy had said 
that the women were all young, and I knew that Savannah was in her thirties, at least. 
Still, she watched the story until the anchor switched over to an update on the latest 
school-board scandal. The gritty smell of cigarette smoke grew stronger as she walked 
close to my bed. She stood by the end-table and let the handle of her bucket clop against 
the side of it. The clock ticked. Then the gears inside it shifted as it lifted off the table. 

“I’m sorry,” Savannah said, quietly. 
The ticking faded as she walked back to her cart at the foot of the bed. She came 

around the other side and fingered through the DVDs. They clattered as she picked them 
up, and the sliding of the candle against the table told me that she took that too. She left a 
moment later, grunting in pain as she made her way to the door. 



Shirley

Erin drove, silently, beside me, both her hands clutching the steering wheel. My duffel 
bag bounced in the backseat as we came over the top of the hill. 

“My flight’s not for another three hours, Erin,” I said, smiling, “we really don’t have 
to rush.” 

“Well, you know those security queues,” she said, not taking her eyes off the road. 
“Better to play it safe.” 

“Thanks for taking me,” I said. 
“Not a bother, Shirley,” she answered. 
I looked out the window at the farms stretching across the valley. The sun was warm 

on the pane of glass. I tried to take it all in one last time. Once I boarded that plane, there 
wasn’t much of a chance that I’d be coming back. Even if I found Nick, and he didn’t try 
to kill me a second time, I didn’t think I could stand to look Erin and Bernie in the eye, 
knowing that Nick would probably come out to them with the truth sooner or later. 

The landscape leveled out and buildings rose up in the place of hay-bails and sheep 
pens. Erin whirled through roundabouts like a Nascar driver, my bag sliding back and 
forth over the seat behind us. That was the only sound in the car. We didn’t say much to 
each other until she pulled up to the curb. I’d hoped she would at least park since we’d 
gotten there with plenty of time to kill. I’d felt like things were getting better between us, 
but I wanted to make sure before I left. 

“Alright, then,” she unclipped her seatbelt and looked at me. “Off you go, I guess.” 
I’m sorry, I wanted to say. I don’t want to, but I don’t belong here with you. I don’t 

deserve everything you’ve done for me. For some reason, the words didn’t come. We just 
looked at each other. Then she opened her door and stepped out. I walked around onto the 
curb, where she handed me my bag. 

“Take care of yourself,” she said. 
“You too.” I wanted to lift her off the ground and get back in the car—to go back to 

Bernie’s and stay there—forget about everything else. 
The cop blew his whistle behind her, telling her to move along. Erin patted me on the 

chest, then dropped back into her seat. “Goodbye, Shirley,” she said, forcing a weak 
smile. She closed the door and pulled away. 



Haley

“They say it’s touch and go,” Don Swigert sighed. “They have him in an incubator 
right now. Sherry won’t leave the window of the viewing room. We’ve just got to wait 
now.” 

His son had been born with a coarctation of the aorta. They’d done the surgery, 
removing the too-narrow part of the aorta and sewing it back together, but now he was 
battling an infection. Don had been wandering the hospital like a man lost in the woods, 
he’d told me. Then he’d found my room and something told him it was alright to go in. 

“I’m sorry if I disturbed you or anything. I don’t even know if you can hear me or not, 
but if there’s some way you can reach out to him for us and let him know that we’re here 
and we’re rooting for him.” He sighed. “I don’t know. We just don’t want him to think 
that he’s alone in there.” He stood and walked up to my headboard. Something like Dr. 
Yi’s bottle of pills shook as he took it out of his pocket. The pills, or beads, in it shushed 
as he moved it around in his hand. Then he laid it down on the table to my right. “His 
name’s Parker,” he said. 

I remembered Miranda. The sound of her voice, broken and anguished, wailed in my 
head. God, don’t let that happen to this family. Give them back their son, please, I forced 
the prayer to form in my mind. I didn’t want to talk to God. I didn’t know how. I thought 
I knew him, but that was before. After my parents died, and my grandparents, and even 
after Jake, I could have counted all that up as just bad things happening in life. I’d still 
believed in God. I’d still trusted him—that he was good—but then this? Being 
kidnapped, raped, and then shot in the head? Where was God, then? Now I’m locked 
inside my body with nothing but pain, just waiting to die. But I guess you can’t shake 
some habits so easily. I’d heard the sorrow in Miranda’s voice as she cried. I didn’t want 
to hear that pain from anyone else ever again. So I did the only thing I could do: I prayed. 

Michaela came in later and noticed the rattle that Don had left by my bed. “Boy, they 
are letting everyone in here, now, aren’t they?” she said, picking it up and shaking it 
around. “You’re going to need to have one heck of a garage sale by the time you leave, 
Haley, to get rid of all this stuff.” I laughed along with her. “I see somebody’s already 
made off with your clock and your candle. Maybe your aunt took them home? Hope so.” 
She started up the vacuum, and then it died. 

“Oh, I’s sorry,” a man’s voice came from the door. 
“That’s alright, honey. I’ll be done here in a moment. Miss O’Shea’s room just needs 

a little sprucing up with all the foot-traffic she’s getting these days. You a friend or 
family?” 

“Friend,” he said. 
“Uh-huh?” She didn’t sound convinced. 
“I’ll just be waitin’ out here,” he said. The voice was familiar, but I couldn’t place it. 



“Seems you’ve got more than a few admirers,” Michaela said after he’d left. “Wonder 
what a girl’s got to do to get that kind of attention.” She smiled as she said it. “I guess 
you’re just special, Haley.” 

Special, right, I thought. 
The vacuum roared to life. Leon loomed over me and took me with him into the 

darkness.  



Shirley

I disembarked the plane expecting NSA to be waiting for me with a “welcome home” 
balloon and a black bag for my head.  

I was sure my luck had run out, and they would have caught on to the fake passport 
that Isaac had given me to travel with: “James Patrick Riordan.” Maybe a new name is 
what I needed. I handed my passport to the immigrations agent. He eyed it, looking up at 
my face and asked me the purpose of my trip to Ireland. 

“Visiting family,” I said, without missing a beat, adding in my mind the words, and 
stopping a revolution. 

He scanned the passport, had me look at the webcam and said, “Welcome back.” 
That’s it? I had been shitting bricks the whole flight over. I’d known I’d never see my 

family again. I thought they’d snatch me up the moment my feet hit the ground. I wanted 
to say, “Are you sure?” The python around my heart uncoiled. 

Security was higher at the airport, but it wasn’t because they were looking for me. I’d 
guessed they’d moved on, like Isaac said. On the news they were showing spectator 
footage of people fleeing Lincoln Tunnel. I read the closed-caption text, “Where Mark 
Proctor, a lone gunman, opened fire on fellow commuters with an assault rifle, a pistol, 
and a bag of grenades…” 

What the hell? I thought, wondering why someone would do something like that. 
I exchanged the rest of the money I’d borrowed from Aunt Bernie and bought a tram 

ticket to Cherry Hill, just outside of Camden. Two hundred and thirty three dollars left. I 
sat behind a chatty cell-phone salesman and listened to him yap into another passenger’s 
ear about new iPhones and what a shit contract other companies offered. The seat was 
stiff, but the cushion had a little give and, watching the tracks cut through the trees ahead 
of us, I drifted off to sleep. 

I dreamt of Haley, but not strapped to a chair or as a dead girl scrambling over other 
bodies to take a bite out of my face. She was nine and playing in her little league team. 
Dad and I watched her from the bleachers. She played shortstop and wore a blue and 
white pinstriped jersey with a big number seven stitched onto her back. The second-
baseman, number nine, was a little Puerto-Rican girl named Bella that Haley used to play 
with as a kid. They chatted with each other while the batter stepped up to the plate. My 
dad took a swig of beer from his cold Coors, beaded up with condensation on the hot day. 
I took a bite out of a hotdog while a fly buzzed around my head. Ketchup dripped onto 
the bleacher, and the batter, number twenty three took a swing. The ball made a metallic 
boing off the aluminum bat and lobbed over Haley’s head. The outfielder, number 
eighteen, scrambled for it and tossed to Haley, who ran down the batter on her way to 
second base. It wasn’t exactly a textbook play, but the crowd of parents and kids in the 
stands erupted in a cheer. 



When I woke up, I was six blocks from my stop. The salty taste of a hotdog was in my 
mouth, and I was craving a cigarette. I got off early, in front of a Shell station, and went 
inside for a pack of Camels and a lighter. I stepped back out and lit up, walking past the 
gas pumps. The door dinged behind me, the cashier yelling to get off the property with an 
open flame. 

“Sorry!” I called back and hustled off, cig wedged between my teeth. The smoke was 
like incense, taking me deeper within myself. I breathed in and sucked it down while I 
walked the rest of the way to Herb’s place. He lived in a house just a little bigger than 
Aunt Winnie’s. He’d done it up pretty good too, adding a sunroom and a back porch. 
Before I’d left, Herb had told me about his plan to put in the white picket fence that his 
wife had wanted when they got married. It was going to be a surprise for their 
anniversary. I came in around the back-side of the house, hopped that fence, which still 
smelled like paint fumes, and broke the lock on his toolshed in the backyard and waited 
inside. His wife came home with their two kids an hour later. Herb didn’t get back for 
two hours after that. I sat between his push-mower and a Skil-saw, chain-smoking and 
munching on a bag of Teriyaki beef jerky until after they finished dinner. Herb’s wife 
went up to get the kids bathed and in bed. He stayed downstairs washing dishes, so I 
knocked on the window behind the kitchen sink. Herb looked up and almost threw the 
dish in his hand into the roof. Thankfully, his wife and kids were laughing, splashing, and 
singing upstairs, so they didn’t hear him scream, “Oh Shit!” 

When he opened the door to the sunroom, he was still holding his chest. “Shirley, 
geeeez,” he said, his cheeks a little more doughy than the last time I’d seen him. 

“It’s good to see you, Herb.” 
“You too, but, my God, ring a doorbell next time.” 
“I wanted to surprise you,” I smiled and patted him on the back. “You gonna be 

okay?” 
“Yeah,” he laughed. “You wanna come in? We just had dinner, but we haven’t 

finished cleaning it up yet. Maureen would love to see you. We’ve all been wondering 
where you’ve been.” 

“I really can’t stay long. I’ve been up in Canada,” I said, deciding to stick with the 
story I’d given Aunt Winnie when I left. “Just wanted to get away from here for a little 
while, but I found some work and decided to stay a few months.” 

“It’s good to have you back. Max was pretty pissed when you didn’t show. The case 
never went through with that guy—the one you saved on that demo job.” 

I nodded. 
“Hey, maybe we can grill out this weekend,” he said, his voice rising with his 

excitement. “I’ll tell the guys, and we can all get together.” 
“Nah. I can’t right now,” I said. 
His forehead tightened. His mouth hung parted, showing that gap in between his teeth. 
“I’m in a tough spot, Herb,” I explained. “You can’t tell anyone you saw me, okay?” 



“Shirley-“ 
“I mean it. Not even Pete. No-one can know that I came here tonight.” 
“If you nee-“ 
“Herb, I’m serious.” 
“Alright. Alright.” He stamped his foot on the floor-mat. “You wanna talk about 

something?” 
“Has anybody come looking for me? Shady-looking types, cops, Feds?” It was the 

cops and the Feds that I was more interested in. 
Herb’s eyes searched my face. “What kind of trouble are you in, Shirley?” he asked. 
“Herb!” his wife yelled from upstairs, “the kids are waiting for storytime!” 
“Be there in a minute,” he called over his shoulder, then looked back at me. 
“Nothing, Herb. Couple of guys from back in prison decided they wanted to start 

something. That’s why I left.” I was lying to everybody, and I hated it. Herb had been 
nothing but good to me. He saw the best in me and always wanted to believe that I was 
trying to be that person, so he believed me. 

“Shirley, you gotta tell somebody if that’s happening.” 
“I know. I should have. I didn’t want to risk ending up on the wrong side of those bars 

again, and I thought if I just went away for a while, they’d move on to something else. 
Anybody come looking?” 

He wasn’t happy with my answer, but he seemed to understand my reasons. “Nah. 
Nobody. We all thought you were just pissed about being sidelined for a few weeks, so 
you’d left. I called your aunt, and she told us you went up North on a hunting trip.” 

That was a relief. Since I’d come back, I’d felt like I’d been living in that scene in The 
Brave Little Toaster where all the kitchen appliances are running through a junkyard 
trying to stay out of sight of the giant electromagnet. Hearing that the cops hadn’t even 
looked for me at my job made me feel like I might actually be in the clear. 

“Herb, it’s nine o’clock!” Maureen shouted from upstairs. 
“Thanks, Herb,” I said. 
“If you need a place to stay, Shirley, we can move the kids into our room.” 
“I think it’s alright. Seems like it’s all blown over,” I said, taking in a deep breath. 
“You coming back to work?” 
“Maybe a couple of weeks. I gotta get set up again. But still, don’t tell anybody.” 
“Alright, Shirley.” 
“It’s good seeing you again, Herb.” I shook his hand, feeling the callouses on his 

fingers press against my soft palm. 
“You too, Shirley.” 
The screen door shut with a clap behind me as I dug the pack of Camels out of my 

jacket pocket. I walked down Kendall Boulevard and over to Black Horse Pike, bought a 
hotdog from a Hank’s Franks, and took the 400 bus down to Mt. Ephraim. 



We passed Rexy’s Bar, where three drunk guys were laughing in the doorway, and a 
used car lot with red, white and blue triangle flags dangling under the harsh glow of 
halogen bulbs. Streetlights blinked us down the road, stopping us beside auto-shops, nail 
salons, check cashing services and houses in foreclosure. Good ol’ US of A. 

Three hours after I’d left Herb’s I was standing in another backyard. I knocked on the 
door and heard a familiar bark inside. I knocked again. Aunt Winnie, tightening up her 
bathrobe around her, stepped around the corner from the hallway into the dark kitchen. 
Another woman, a black shape in the darkness, walked just behind her carrying a 
writhing baby who was crying but making no noise. A feeling like a steel garrote 
tightened around my throat. Winnie covered my view, and the Nigerian lady was gone. 
Shamis stopped barking.  

Winnie punched on the beam of a flashlight and blinded me through the window. “Oh 
God, Shirley!” I heard her say. The latches on the door snapped and shlunked. Then the 
door burst open, and Aunt Winnie threw her arms around me, hysterically crying into my 
shoulder, “Where have you been?! Oh, God. Where have you been, Shirley?!” 

Shamis lept up on my leg, barking and wagging his tail. 
“Hey boy,” I said, taking one arm from around Aunt Winnie and stroking him on the 

head. “Good to see you too,” I told him. 
Winnie sobbed into my shoulder for a minute, then wiped her eyes and her nose on 

her wrist. She smiled at me through the tears, but it was like a cap twisted onto a jar of 
other emotions. “Come in,” she said. 

I was home. 



Haley

If this hospital starts having financial trouble, they should just start charging 
admission to my room, I thought as Kelly Singh, one of the night nurses told me about her 
parents coming in from India. They were going to visit her and see how her studies had 
been going. They wanted to meet her friends and the uncle and auntie that she had been 
living with for the past two years in America. 

“The worst of it,” she said, speaking so fast I had to concentrate to keep up, “is that 
they say they have big news for me.” She paced, her sneakers squeaking on the floor. 
Kelly was always nervous like this, but I liked when she came by. The bubbliness of her 
accent was nice to listen to, and she smelled like sandalwood. I guessed she always had a 
few dozen sticks of incense burning in her room. “I know what that means,” she said, 
each letter tripping over the next as her voice climbed. Jewelry on her wrists jingled 
while she talked—with her hands as much as her mouth. “Two words, Haley. The most 
feared two words in an Indian youngster’s life: arranged marriage!” She took a breath. 
“Okay, maybe that’s not what it is. Pllleeeeaase don’t let that be what it is! But they are 
coming in three weeks, and I can’t wait that long to find out. I don’t know what to do. 
What am I going to tell Scott? Tuesday is our six month anniversary. I’ve been racking 
my brain to think of what I’m going to give him—I’m terrible at gifts, Haley—and I 
thought that was hard. Now I have to think of how I am going to tell him that there is no 
future for us—ever. What am I going to say? ‘Tee-hee, thank you for the nice dinner and 
the flowers. Oh, I love the necklace. Goodbye. See you never’.” Her head flopped down 
onto the bed. She kept talking, but her words were muffled by the mattress. “My life is 
over,” she said. “Finished, kaput, adios Kelly. Hello Mrs. Sanjanapur or Bhatnagar. Oh 
well,” she said, lifting her head from the mattress and blowing out the strands of hair that 
clung to her face, “at least I’ve still got my World of Warcraft account. I had better go tell 
the guild.” 

She left, saying, “Hello Dr. Yi” on her way out. 
Dr. Yi came in quietly and sat down on the couch. The bottle of Prazosin shook in her 

hand as she popped open the cap. She didn’t say anything, but after a little while, I heard 
her crying softly. I knew she wasn’t there to check on me. Once my wound had scarred 
over and they’d removed the bandages, I hadn’t been in her care anymore. She still came 
in, though. I wished she’d open my eyes so that I could see, but more than that, I wanted 
to see her. I wanted to know what was wrong. 

“I’m sorry,” she whined, but not to me. That was the only word that broke through her 
quiet crying. She took another pill and replaced the cap, dried up her tears and left. 

So many “sorries”, I thought, but nobody says them to the person they need to. 



Shirley

The coffeemaker rumbled in the sunlight.  
Winnie and I sat at the maple-stained table in the kitchen and looked at each other. 

She hadn’t asked me any questions the night before except, “Are you hungry?” 
“Starving,” I’d said. 
She’d heated up a lasagna she’d had in the fridge and watched me eat it. It was good

—thick with mozzarella and salty ricotta, big chunks of meatballs and a sweet tomato 
sauce. After I’d eaten, she took me to the small guest room she’d cleared out. 

“I’m sure you’re tired too,” she said. “Towels are in the basket under the sink. We can 
talk in the morning.” She kissed me on the forehead and said, “Goodnight, Shirley.” 

I’d lain in bed staring at the ceiling, Shamis curled up at my feet. I thought about 
Haley and wondered what I was going to tell Winnie. Am I gonna lie to her too? Then 
Rory was standing over me with dark marbles for eyes and blood on his teeth. He lifted a 
knife and stabbed down at my chest. I screamed and jolted, pushing my body up against 
the headboard. He was gone, but Winnie stood at the door. 

“Are you alright, Shirley?” she’d asked, her eyes wide. 
“Yeah, sorry. I just had a bad dream.” 
Shamis whimpered at my feet, looking at me; then he tumbled off the bed and 

followed Winnie back to her room. I tried to sleep. 
So we sat there that next morning, looking at each other, waiting for the coffee to boil. 

An omelet the size of a small piano was in front of me. Winnie got up to pour the coffee. 
It was the first cup I’d had since I left for Ireland. The grounds were rich and bitter. My 
tongue pushed up against the roof of my mouth as I swallowed it. 

“Is it burnt?” Aunt Winnie asked, sipping at her own. 
“No. I just haven’t had coffee in a while,” I said. 
“I can make you some tea, or orange juice if you prefer-“ 
“No, Aunt Winnie. This is fine. It’s good.” I took another sip to prove the point and 

tried not to wince, then set the cup down. “Aunt Winnie,” I said, shaking my head a little, 
“I’m so sorry.” 

“You don’t have to be, Shirley,” she patted me on the hand. “I’m sure you had your 
reasons. I’m just glad you’re back.” 

“No. I shouldn’t have left. I should have been there for you guys.” 
“Shirley, you couldn’t have known,” she said, pushing up a smile. 
“But you’re sick. I left you here with that, and then Haley-“ 
“Well, I had company,” she said, patting Shamis on the head and feeding him a chunk 

of my omelet. 
“Winnie.” 
She looked at me, with her hand still on Shamis’ head. 
“How are you doing?” 



“You mean my heart?” 
“Did you get the surgery?” 
“Haven’t had the time,” she said, smiling weakly. 
“But you got the money I sent, right?” 
Aunt Winnie’s eyes searched mine. “Yes,” she answered. 
“We need to get you in to see a doctor.” 
“Now that you’re home, I guess you’re right.” 
I took a bite and chewed for a few seconds while she looked at the table, out the 

window, down at Shamis, avoiding eye contact with me. Finally, I asked the question I 
needed to know the answer to. “Did anyone come looking for me?” 

“What do you mean? What have you gotten mixed up in now, Shirley?”  
“I couldn’t explain it.” 
“You could try.” 
“Later.” I stabbed the fork into the eggs and brought them to my mouth. 
“No,” Winnie answered. “No one came looking for you.” 
“You didn’t report me missing or anything?” I asked, surprised. 
“Would you have wanted me to? Come on, Shirley. I knew better than to send the 

cops out looking for you. If you were in trouble, I had hoped you would come home and 
let us help you, but if you weren’t going to come home, I knew it was because you 
thought you could handle it yourself. You always do.” 

“I should have called.” 
“You’re damn right, you should have called.” Her bottom lip tucked under her top 

one. “I’m sorry. You’re home now. That’s what matters.” 
“No. I deserve that, Aunt Winnie. And with what happened to Haley-“ 
“Haley’s gonna be fine,” she interrupted me. 
I looked at her. “What?” I said, thinking I must have heard that wrong. 
“She’s gonna be alright. She’ll pull out of it,” she looked down at her coffee and then 

to Shamis, scratching his neck, “won’t she, Shamis?” she added. 
“But…She’s dead.” 
Winnie’s eyes snapped up to me. “She’s not dead, Shirley. She’s in a coma. And I 

hope to God you didn’t have anything to do with that.” Her dark hair shook around her 
head as she said it. 

I started to answer. 
“Nevermind,” she stopped me. “I don’t want to know. Not now. We’ll have a talk 

about it once this is all over.” She left the table. I stepped outside for a smoke. 
She’s alive? The thought rolled over me like a bulldozer. But Paddy…Gordon… then I 

realized, Isaac had been telling the truth. My chest fizzed with the thought that she might 
be—that she was alive. My mind was paralyzed by it. It was the fear that I still might lose 
her, and maybe worse, that she’d wake up, and I’d see her face looking back at me, 



knowing what I’d done to her. I looked at the small yard, grown up with weeds that were 
choking the life out of an orange tree sitting against the fence. 

“Since when do you smoke?” Aunt Winnie asked over my shoulder. 
I turned around to see her putting on her jacket. “Bad habit that came back,” I said, 

lying again. 
“That’s the second habit you’ll have to quit.” 
“What’s the first?” I asked, stubbing the cigarette out and following her back into the 

house. 
“Lying to me,” she said, her coffee-brown eyes locking onto mine. There was a 

moment, then she said, “Come on. Your sister will be glad to know you’re alive too.” 
I wouldn’t count on it. 

__ 

An hour later, we stepped off the elevator and up to the desk to sign in. My mind 
churned as I imagined Haley waking up to see me standing over her bed. I hated myself 
for what I’d done to her. I’d thought she was safe. If I’d known they would kill her, would 
I have done the job Isaac told me to do?  He said she was alive, and I didn’t believe him. 
I waited. I should have come as soon as I’d woken up. 

A skinny guy in khakis and a button up shirt left the room as we started towards it. I 
looked back at the receptionist to ask her about it, but she’d picked up the phone. Aunt 
Winnie took my hand. We stepped through the open door, and I looked at my sister. She 
laid still, breathing slowly; her curly, blonde hair splayed out on the pillow behind her 
head. Machines hummed around her while a heart monitor spiked silently to the right of 
the bed. A pack of fluids and another of food hung on the IV stand like Christmas 
ornaments, their tubes feeding into her wrist and stomach. We walked up beside her, 
noticing the candles, flowers, and odd knick-knacks placed on the stands around her bed. 

“Haley, look who’s here,” Aunt Winnie said, kissing her on the pink, jagged scar 
where a bullet had plowed through her skull. 

My lips tightened, and my jaw clenched. Tears started to burn at the corners of my 
eyes. Looking at my little sister like that and knowing that she was there because of me, I 
couldn’t control it. 

Aunt Winnie rubbed my back and said, “I’ll give you two some time.” Then she left. 
As the door shut, the tears broke loose. 



Haley

At first, I thought it was Raheem. I thought, maybe, Aunt Winnie’d finally met him 
and was going to tease me about him. But then he started crying. I mean, he dissolved. 
He clutched my covers and squeezed them, then took my fingers in his hand and cried 
hot, heavy tears onto the back of my wrist. 

“I’m sorry, Haley,” he said, and I knew that voice wasn’t Raheem’s. The last time I’d 
heard it, I’d been locked in a basement. The last time I’d talked to him, I’d told him, 
“Fuck you, Shirley” and hung up. I wasn’t sorry. He’d put me there. 

“Ah, shit, Haley,” he sobbed, “I’m sorry,” he kneeled and rested his head on the bed.  
I’d never seen him so broken. It didn’t matter, though. I was shut up in my body, and 

he was just fine. I’d been angry before, but knowing he’d just waltzed out of whatever 
shitstorm he’d stirred up made me furious. It wasn’t fair. 

“You gotta pull out of this, Haley,” he said when he’d caught his breath. He held onto 
my fingers. 

Don’t touch me, you bastard. I wish you’d died, I spat. You should be here instead of 
me. 

“I didn’t know this would happen. I tried to stop it. They told me you were safe,” his 
voice cracked on that last word, and he started crying again. “Please, God. Please,” he 
prayed. Then he said, “Haley, you can do this. You just gotta wake up.” 

Oh really? Is it that easy? Part of me wanted to die right there just so he could watch, 
but I knew I couldn’t do that to Aunt Winnie. 

He stopped crying after a while. The bar on my right creaked as he used it to push 
himself back to his feet. Aunt Winnie came in and patted him on the back. 

What are you comforting him for? I wanted to ask her. 
“I’m gonna get a drink,” he said, then sniffed, pushing open the door. 
Aunt Winnie pulled a chair up beside me. “I don’t know what happened to you, 

Haley,” she said, “but Shirley wouldn’t do anything if he knew it would hurt you. He’d 
kill himself before he let that happen.” She was quiet for a second. “He loves you, and 
whatever happened, he’s not going to forgive himself for it.” 



Shirley

We left the hospital. My heart was in my feet, and I kicked it with every step. I felt 
like shit.  

Some part of me had thought that I could, maybe, salvage what was left of my life, 
but after seeing what I’d done to Haley, I knew I didn’t deserve that. The doctor we had 
talked to said that, statistically, if you don’t wake up in a month, then you don’t wake up 
at all. We were just waiting for her to die. Aunt Winnie didn’t believe that, though. She 
knew Haley was gonna come back. She prayed for her before we left. While she did, I 
asked the nurse—a short girl who’s name was Amy, I think—about the candles, flowers 
and other knick-knacks around the bed. 

“Haley gets a lot of visitors,” she said. “Sometimes people just need to talk and know 
that someone’s there to hear them. It’s good for her too,” she tried to reassure me. “The 
audio stimulation and interaction with people helps keep the brain active. That’s what Dr. 
Jandari says.” 

“What about safety?” I asked. 
“Don’t worry, we keep a close eye on who comes and goes. Most of the people are 

either patients or staff here at the hospital.” When I didn’t look convinced, she said, “I 
promise we’re taking good care of her, Mr. O’Shea.” 

“She’ll be alright, Shirley,” Aunt Winnie had said, “but you can stay here if you 
want.” 

“Do you mind?” 
“Not at all. I’ll take you home, and we can get you some fresh clothes.” 

__ 

When we got back to Winnie’s, I asked her if I could borrow her car for the afternoon. 
There was someone I needed to see now that I was back. She told me, “Be home for 
dinner, or I might just call the cops this time.” 

I drove out to Newark, to the docks. Seeing Haley in that bed, I knew I had to do 
something to keep Nick from ending up in the same condition. There was no point in 
sneaking around. I needed to ask some questions, so I drove up to the office. The 
receptionist called a man named Greg, who ran the place. He was a bald guy with a thick 
brow, and he smelled like a glazed doughnut. When he shook my hand, his fingers were 
sticky. 

“You keep records of the ships that come in?” I asked. 
“Sure, yeah. Why?” he answered. 
I handed him the paper that Oran had written out for me. “Did this one dock here? It 

would have been a few months ago, probably. I was expecting a shipment, but it never 
arrived.” 



“Hmmm,” he licked his fingers, “let me check.” He took me back to his office, where 
a half-dozen box of doughnuts sat on his table. Three were left. Greg sat down at his 
computer and typed a few keystrokes. He scanned the screen, mouse clicking under his 
finger as he scrolled down through the log. “Nope. No Alnilani,” he said, finally. 

I was positive he was lying—that he was part of Isaac’s operation. “You sure?” I 
asked. 

“Yeah, really. Here, you can look.” He swiveled the screen around to face me. “See? 
No Alnilani this year. Docked here December of last year, but not this year. Expected, but 
not arrived. It happens. Either it’s lost at sea, returned to port, or it landed somewhere 
else.” 

Dammit. “And you haven’t seen this kid?” I held up a picture of Nick that I’d taken 
from the vanity in Rory’s room. 

Greg looked from the picture to me. “Nope. Haven’t seen him, but I thought you said 
you were looking for a shipment.” He was talking slower.  

“I am, but my nephew lives in Ireland. He wanted to give the whole seaman thing a 
shot, so he was gonna come over with the boat.” Man, I was full of shit.  

Greg seemed to believe me, though. I guess he’d seen it before. “He never called?” he 
asked, his eyes showing me a little pity. He probably thought Nick had run away or 
gotten killed somewhere between the UK and the US. 

“Nope,” I answered, “said he wanted to disconnect from the world, so he left his 
cellphone. Makes it fucking hard to arrange a pickup, though.” I laughed. 

“Sure, sure,” he said, reaching for another doughnut. “I’ll keep an eye out for the kid. 
Do you have a number I can rea-”  

Shouting from outside the door interrupted him. The receptionist’s voice squawked 
something, and then a man burst into the room. 

“Greg, you gotta get down there. Call NSA, FBI, or something, too.” He was frantic. 
“Alright, hold on now. What’s happening?” Greg took a bite of the doughnut still in 

his hand. 
“Radiation in one of the containers. Levels are spiking.” 
The doughnut hit the floor, and both men rushed out of the room, Greg yelling 

something on his way down the stairs. I followed them outside, but decided it was better 
if I wasn’t around for an explosion, got in the car and drove back to Winnie’s. 

__ 

That night, I slept on the couch at the foot of Haley’s bed, turning things over in my 
mind. No boat, I thought. Where does that leave me? Did Oran lie? Probably. What was 
my next step? As hard as I thought about it, I knew I didn’t have one. That boat was all I 
had to go on. I have to find it, but where do I start? America is a big country with plenty 
of ports. I couldn’t just drive to each one asking about it and waving Nick’s picture. And 
what was with that radiation? There hadn’t been anything on the news about it yet, but 



coincidence? I knew better than to believe that. What was the connection, though? The 
Alnilani hadn’t even docked there, but they got a container with enough radioactive 
material to send the whole port into a panic.  

I needed a lead. I was playing connect-the-dots, but my next number was missing. In 
my mind, I scraped over every memory I had from the day Isaac showed up on my 
doorstep until the moment Erin left me at the airport. He’d said he had friends—that I’d 
be surprised at how connected he was. He’d proved it. He’d had enough men in Belfast to 
start a civil war. He’d found out about Paddy. He’d had Haley kidnapped a continent 
away and somehow had known that she’d survived being shot in the head. That made me 
wonder if someone at the hospital was his. His men cleaned up an assassination attempt 
that left corpses spread out over three square miles in the capital of Northern Ireland. 
With control of the ports, he could send anything or anyone anywhere. Then there were 
the details—conversations, people, places we met. By the time I’d scraped them into a 
little pile, I was exhausted, frustrated, and no closer to understanding than I’d been when 
I’d first arrived. Why’d they let me live? Why’d they let Haley? 

My dreams were patches of memories and images, stitched together by screams and 
vapor trails. I saw that ballerina looking at me through my scope, the Nigerian mother 
splayed out by the village well, her baby lying face-down, drowning in an inch of water, 
Maj telling me he’d met a Chinese girl and was gonna marry her. I smelled the metallic 
tanginess of a magnesium round and the burnt hair and human flesh that it’d left when it 
went wide from its coordinates and landed in a mountain village. I felt silk through my 
fingertips and saw matches lighting. I tasted Bernie’s cheese and potato casserole with 
broken teeth. I heard thin, wheezing breaths and ran the hills behind the barn with Nick. 

I woke up at five, exhausted, but glad to be awake after a night like that. I sat there 
with Haley for an hour, then turned on the TV as orange daylight crept through the blinds. 

“-A school shooting in Iowa, where the gunman opened fire on a crowded cafeteria 
during lunch hour, claiming sixteen other lives before turning the gun on himself. And 
police are beginning to suspect the work of a serial killer in the New England and Mid-
Atlantic states as the bodies of Tanya Hill and Katherine McMillan, two women reported 
missing earlier in this month, were found muti-” 

“Shirley, turn that off,” Aunt Winnie said, walking in the door. “It’s not good for 
Haley to hear about all that trouble.” 



Haley

“Shirley, turn that off,” I heard Aunt Winnie say from the door. “It’s not good for 
Haley to hear about-” the TV clicked off “-all that trouble.” 

She uncapped something and the smell of chicken noodle soup filled my nose. 
“Here. It’s better for you than those candy bars and bags of chips,” she said. 
“Thanks,” Shirley answered crumpling up some wrappers and tossing them into the 

trash. For a moment, the two of them just slurped. 
“I’ve got another bowl for you, Haley, if you’d like one,” Aunt Winnie offered. 
I did. It smelled so good, and I hadn’t had the taste of food in my mouth for five 

months. My nose tricked my mouth into thinking that I actually was spooning the soup 
over my tongue, but my throat didn’t lie to me. It was still dry. It felt like it was cracked 
and peeling inside, like the paint on a house that’s been abandoned for years. If I ever did 
wake up, I wondered if I would be able to speak. “Goodmorning Mrs. Strickland,” came 
Sue’s voice as the door swung open. 

“Goodmorning Sue,” Aunt Winnie greeted her. “This is Shirley, Haley’s brother.” 
“Hi,” Shirley said. 
“Have we met before?” Sue asked Shirley. 
“I don’t think so,” he said. Shirley was always clumsy with girls. When it came to 

fighting, even as a kid, he’d take on anyone, anywhere, and never showed fear. But a girl 
starts talking to him to him, and he’s got absolutely nothing in his arsenal to deal with 
that. I loved that about him growing up. “This is the first I’ve been here. I was out of the 
country,” he explained. 

“Oh, si claro. I thought you looked familiar, but maybe I was thinking of someone 
else. Well, I’m just going to check on Haley. You can both go back to eating. It smells 
delicious, actually.” 

“Thank you, honey,” Aunt Winnie said. 
Sue pried my eye open for a second, and I saw her face. Her eyes were soft, brown, 

but her forehead was creased as she peered into mine. “So how are you, Mariposa?” she 
asked. 

“I hear you calling her that,” Aunt Winnie said from behind her, somewhere I couldn’t 
see. “What does it mean: mariposa?” 

“It means ‘butterfly’,” Sue turned around, smiling, her ponytail whipping past my 
face. “Because she’s in a coma, like a caterpillar in a…a-,” she searched for the word, 
“capullo,” she muttered to herself. 

“Cocoon?” Aunt Winnie said, helping her out. 
“Is that what it is? Yes? The case where the caterpillar sleeps?” 
“Cocoon,” Aunt Winnie said. “That’s beautiful, Sue.” 
“Si. She’s just waiting for the right time, and she’ll come out even more lovely.” 
“Mariposa,” Aunt Winnie repeated. “Thank you, Sue.” 



“De nada,” Sue said, turning back to me and taking another look before letting go of 
my eyelid.  

I watched helplessly as the black slid back over my eye, covering her face like a veil 
at a funeral. Before it shut completely, I saw Shirley at the bottom of my field of vision. 
He was sitting on the couch at the foot of the bed. He looked older, harder—like this 
rough, wooden carving of a Native American chief that my mom bought at a garage sale 
one year. His shoulders were hunched forward as he shoveled the chunky soup into his 
mouth. His face had a new scar along his cheek and another at his hairline. I wondered 
what he’d been through. 

“Everything okay?” he asked Sue. 
“Oh, yes. She’s doing very well,” she said. “Did you hear about her test results?” 
“Yes,” Aunt Winnie said. “Dr. John-dairy told me her brain is showing increased 

activity, but that doesn’t mean she’ll wake up.”   
“I’m afraid he’s right. It’s no guarantee, but I’ll let you know if anything changes.” 
“Thank you,” Aunt Winnie said as Sue left the room, the door clicking shut. “Oh, I 

almost forgot, Shirley. Haley’s roommate, Beth, called a few days ago. She wanted to 
know if it would be okay to move some of Haley’s things back to my place. They need to 
rent Haley’s room out to another girl, and I told her that would be alright. Would you 
mind going to get her things?” 

“Of course.” 
“You can take my car.” 
Keys jingled. 
Beth doesn’t think I’m coming back. I thought. Tori, Lisa, Missy—they gave up and 

moved on. 
Sue opened my mouth and started scraping at my teeth with a toothbrush. 
I’m just taking up space now. Shirley’s back to take care of Winnie. Maybe it’s time for 

me to move on too. 



Shirley

Haley’s things were already in boxes when I got to the address Aunt Winnie’d given 
me.  

The door had been locked, and no one answered, but Aunt Winnie said that they might 
not be there and to just let myself in with Haley’s key. I did. I stood in the doorway to 
Haley’s room and stared at the blank, purple walls and the pile of her things on the floor. I 
opened up a box and saw the technicolor Lisa Frank binder that she’d had since she was 
in Middle School. It was like an acid trip for kids—purple dolphins jumping out of blue 
water through a rainbow of hearts over a coral forest of every color. Just looking at the 
thing made me dizzy. Haley had kept it partly as an ironic joke, I knew. A med student 
whipping out a binder like that in a room full of cadavers to take notes on human 
anatomy is something I would have laughed at too. Another part of her never really left 
that little girl behind, though. I opened it up and flipped through her class notes, 
drawings, and side-comments to friends like “remind me never to donate my body to 
science.” 

There was a photo album under the binder. They were old photos—a lot of them from 
before mom died. The pages crackled as I thumbed over them. Mom with her dark curls 
falling around her shoulders holding a newborn Haley. In the photo I stood at the arm of 
the chair, staring in amazement at my new baby sister. A family trip to the skating rink—
me sprawled on the floor, my dad red faced and laughing, his arm over my mom’s 
shoulder while she laughed with him too. A Christmas photo of us at Pa and Nan’s place. 
The image of my grandfather made me think of Isaac and the photo I’d seen of them at 
the pub when they were younger. That triggered something. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t 
thought of it before. The trail wasn’t cold. There was still one place left to check—the 
place where this all began. 

I put down the album and reached into my pocket for the keys, but something else 
caught my eye. Tucked under a little-league trophy Haley had won for being the team’s 
MVP were a few shots of her in her blue and white baseball uniform. Beside that was a 
picture of us at the beach, pegged to a cork-board. It was a photo of Haley in her 
rainbow-striped bikini building a sandcastle with me. I reached down to pluck it off and 
pricked my finger on a stray push-pin. I hissed with the sting as I pulled the pin out of my 
finger. A bead of blood bubbled up. Sucking on it, I picked up the photo with my other 
hand. The sound of the waves breaking on the wharf was so near, I could almost smell the 
spray. Without thinking, I switched the photo to my other hand and found an empty place 
in the album. I peeled open the plastic page and slid the photo in, leaving a smear of 
blood over the cold, blue water. “Shit,” I said, pulling it back out and wiping the blood 
off. Then I closed the album and put it on top of the binder, deciding to take a look 
through it later that night with Winnie. There were a lot of happy times in there. It’d be 
good for us to remember them. 



Packing the rest of the stuff into the car took me an hour. I locked up and left. Driving 
south, in a car loaded with Haley’s school books and clothes, I decided to pay a visit to 
the Peking Duck. 



Haley

Savannah turned the TV on. Everybody Loves Raymond again. The laugh track 
exploded as she sucked in a breath. I’d started noticing just how fake TV laughter 
sounded. When you can’t see something, you can’t be fooled by it. It’s funny that we put 
so much trust in our sense of sight, but it’s the easiest one to trick. Ask any magician. 

Savannah dusted the end-tables, picked up a little statue of Buddha that a Thai mother 
had left there, then limped into the bathroom to start cleaning the shower. She shut and 
locked the door behind her. You start to pick up on things when you stop looking at 
people and just listen to them. Ever since Miranda Gutierrez’ little girl had died, I’d 
started listening a little better. In the days after that, I’d had plenty of practice. More and 
more people were coming to visit. I listened to them all day long, every day. Savannah 
was crying in the bathroom; her husband was beating her at home. I figured she’d been 
stealing from me to make some extra money because he spent all theirs on drinking or 
drugs. That’s why her limp came and went. 

It had become just as bad as the dreams of Leon—listening to people. I didn’t mind 
hearing about their problems. I was glad that I could be good for something, even if it 
was to lay there and let people vent and cry. The bad thing about it was that I couldn’t 
help anyone. We carry so much pain and guilt that we never tell anyone. These people 
told me. They came to my bed and offloaded all that ugly truth, and it just sat there, piling 
up on top of me. I couldn’t even hug them and tell them things were going to be alright. 
Sometimes I prayed, but I didn’t know if anyone was listening to me. 

After a few minutes, Savannah came out, sniffing and wiping her nose on her sleeve. 
She started the vacuum. 

__ 

“-suicide bombing in Madras, claiming the lives of thirty three commuters on a 
crowded city bus,” the lady on the TV was saying. Savannah had left two hours ago, and 
I was waiting for Rosie to come in. “ISIS has already claimed responsibility for the attack 
and says that more will follow until India cedes the heavily contested territory of Kashmir 
to their brothers in Pakistan.” The stories continued. “Bad news all around,” as Nan 
would say—I was missing her more and more these days. In San Francisco, a few weeks 
ago, a private plane had flown into the Golden Gate Bridge, killing all its passengers and 
fifteen more people on the bridge. They were still holding vigils for them. The body of 
Kristine Eichman, a youth pastor from Philadelphia who had gone missing, had just been 
found by police. The same sawing and slicing motion was used to cut her neck, making 
her the fourth victim of what police was sure was the work of a serial killer. 

“Yuck,” I heard a voice from the door say. Then the TV switched off. “How can they 
let you watch that stuff?” It was Tory. She sat down by my feet, her sugary perfume 
drifting up towards me. “How’re you doing, girlfriend?” 



Same old. Same old, I said. 
“Been missing you. Sorry I haven’t come around much. Things have just been kind of 

crazy.” She brushed a stray piece of hair off my face that had been tickling my nose for 
hours. 

Oh, thank God, I said. 
“Actually, that’s not really the reason.” She licked her lips, then said, “I hate myself 

for this, and you’re going to hate me more, but…Raheem and I have been talking…a 
lot…lately.” 

What? 
“It was all about you at first, I swear. We both needed somebody to talk to. You’re, 

like, my best friend, and he was so depressed and so angry that he couldn’t do anything to 
help you—that he wasn’t there when those guys took you.” The bed shook as she used 
her hands to talk with her words. “So we started hanging out, talking about you, doing 
stuff you liked to do. Then, when you didn’t get better, we started just liking hanging out 
together.” 

You’re right, I thought, I do hate you. 
“But the thing is, he feels so guilty,” she said. “I mean, I feel guilty too, Haley. I don’t 

want to be the bitch who stole your boyfriend, especially while you were in a coma.” 
Yeah, that’s pretty bitchy, I thought. 
“But I think Raheem feels even worse. You guys were so serious. It’s not that he 

doesn’t love you anymore, but…you know…we don’t even know if you’re still there…or 
if you’re ever coming back.” She was quiet for a minute. “I want you to come back, 
Haley. I’d feel terrible if… you died. Even if I had to give him up—I know he’s not mine, 
but you know what I’m saying—even then, I’d still want you to come back. But I don’t 
know how long to wait.” She rubbed my leg. “I wish I knew what you’d say. Raheem 
won’t call me because he says that he can’t do that to you. I just-I don’t know if ‘love’ is 
too strong a word, but it’s close, Haley. But I don’t want to lose you over it.” 

Take him, Tory, I thought. Why not? It’s better for both of you. I can’t do anything 
about it, anyway. I tried not to be bitter, but the thought of his hands on her body, of her 
lips on his face, it was enough to push me back into those dark places I had been trying 
not to go. I was glad when she left. 



Shirley

The bells above the door tinkled as I stepped into the Peking Duck. 
At the counter ahead, a Chinese boy played a game on an iPad. In it, he had an axe 

and was chopping the heads off chickens. He said something in Mandarin without 
looking up and pointed to the tables. I assumed it was, “sit wherever you want.” I walked 
into the restaurant, past a large, faded picture of the Great Wall of China and found the 
same booth I had sat at with Isaac. The eyes of every customer in the place followed me 
to the booth, watching me like I was the only white guy they’d ever seen. When I didn’t 
bust out in song, do any magic tricks or roll out a machine gun on the place, I guess they 
realized I wasn’t anything special and went back to eating. 

A kid a little bit older than the one at the counter came through the kitchen doors with 
a menu, a notepad, and a pencil tucked behind his ear. He slid the menu across the table 
at me. I pointed to a random picture. He scribbled it down silently and took the menu, 
spinning towards the kitchen. 

“Wait,” I said. 
He turned back to me. 
“I’m looking for the old lady.” 
He stared at me, then blinked. 
I held my hands to my waist and expanded them, threw my shoulders forward and 

pulled my mouth down into a frown. Then I grunted like an ogre. It was probably too 
much, but the kid’s forehead went up like he recognized the character. He made for the 
kitchen, and ten seconds later, Madam Butterfly appeared. 

I looked at her and realized my impression had been off. I should have growled and 
eaten an entire bowl of salt. She approached me with a wooden spoon gripped in her 
hand. “You have problem with my restaurant?” she asked, her square teeth gnashing with 
the words. 

“No ma’am,” I said. “I came here before with an old guy and two big men,” I threw 
the hand motions in with my words, not sure exactly how much she understood. “It was 
almost seven months ago.”  

She crossed her arms over her chest. Her face didn’t change. 
“We fought,” I made a punching motion. 
She nodded. “Isaac,” she said. 
“Yes, yes,” I pulled the photo of Nick out of my pocket. 
Before she got a chance to look at it, she said, “I don’t know anything.” 
“But you said his name.” 
“I only know name, because he is customer.” 
“It doesn’t matter. Really. I just wanted to know if you’ve seen this kid,” I showed her 

the picture. 
She couldn’t help glancing at it, but her face didn’t show any recognition. 



“He’s a friend of mine and Isaac’s. I am supposed to meet him here.” 
She shook her head. “Never seen this boy.” 
“Are you sure? Because Isaac was going to send him here, and I was supposed to pick 

him up.” 
“No.” 
“No?” 
“No. He not come.” 
“But he was supposed to?” 
“No. Maybe should ask Isaac.” 
“Thanks,” I sighed. 
“You order?” 
“Yeah, I did.” 
She turned around and walked back into the kitchen, shouting “andale” to the 

Mexican cooks and something else in Mandarin to the others. 
I waited around, ate a greasy bowl of fried eel—always read the name before you 

order off a Chinese menu—and hoped that the lady would change her mind about having 
seen Nick. She didn’t. She never came back out. Whether she was telling the truth or 
lying, I didn’t know. Either way, unless I was planning on kidnapping and torturing the 
old woman—which did cross my mind—I had hit another dead end. The cat-clock on the 
wall taunted me, ticking it’s tail and eyes from side to side like it was counting down the 
minutes till Nick was lost for good. I left half a bowl of eel and a three dollar tip and left. 
Fucking cat. 

__ 

The car rumbled underneath me as I sat parked on the street across from the Peking 
duck. I didn’t know what to do next—where to go. I thought about how I’d let Haley 
down and that there was nothing I could do but wait. Nick, though, that was different. I 
couldn’t just sit and wait for him to turn up. If I did, it might be too late. I’d meet him in a 
morgue somewhere or floating in the Delaware. I couldn’t stop moving, but I’d run out of 
leads. And then there was that feeling in my brain, like the fizzing bubbles of a life-raft 
that’s got a hole in it. I’d started doing something I hadn’t done in a long time: I’d started 
noticing teeth. In movies, shooters always aim for the forehead, because it looks more 
dramatic. Aim for the forehead, though, and if you shoot high, you miss. That’s why we 
shoot for the teeth. If you miss high, your bullet plows through your target’s skull. You 
miss low, and you rip apart everything from the windpipe to the carotid artery. Hit the 
teeth dead on, and the bullet obliterates your target’s brain stem. As a long-gunner, I’d 
spent hours staring at teeth, until they were the first thing I noticed about a person. You 
can tell a lot by a person’s teeth: what they eat, drink, whether they smoke or chew, how 
much time they take for personal grooming, their social status and level of confidence. 
I’d spend days watching a mark talk, laugh, yell, eat, and mutter things to themselves 



when no-one else was around. Then I’d watch my .338 Lapua magnum round shatter 
those teeth into dust, leaving broken shards in a gaping mouth. It had been strange, seeing 
my own teeth lying on the pavement in front of my face back in Belfast. Now I was 
seeing them everywhere. 

I reached back for the seatbelt and felt someone’s fingers graze my own. I jerked 
around fast, my heart dead cold in my chest. The car was empty, except for the boxes of 
Haley’s things. For some reason, the fear left the taste of a cherry breath mint in my 
mouth. “That’s the last time I’m eating here,” I said, wondering if Madame Butterfly 
might have put something in my meal. “You’re paranoid,” I answered myself and 
knocked the gearshift into drive. 

My fingers twisted the radio dial, searching for something close to the Irish music I’d 
grown comfortable with. When I couldn’t find anything, I left it on “seek”, hoping it 
would turn up something that I’d like. The channels skipped like voices in my brain. 
Some pre-puberty kid squealed about his eternal love and an aging pop-star talked about 
never growing old. Guitars and drums thrashed like an alley full of stray cats and dogs. 
Country, blues, a lot of really shitty R&B. Mary Poppins singing “a spoonful of sugar 
helps the medicine-” Nothing sounded right. The news wasn’t any better. A lot of people 
killing other people for no reason at all. The economy was down. The troops still weren’t 
coming home. I finally just turned it off and sat in the silence, listening to the tires 
wobble their way down the city streets. 

I stopped at Roman’s before heading back to the hospital. At least that turned up some 
good results. The place is a landmark, the Mecca of Philly cheesesteak lovers. It’s a 
thirty-year-old food cart that grew into an outdoor diner. Roman, himself, still makes 
every sandwich, but his sons and their girlfriends or wives or ex-wives help out too. That 
usually makes for the dinner entertainment: watching Francine almost claw the eyes out 
of Paul, Roman’s oldest, for blaming her for not emptying the register the night before or 
seeing Nikki throw a handful of sizzling mushrooms at a female customer that her 
husband Ralph is flirting with. Lunch is usually more tame. The neon lights are cold, the 
customers order to-go, half the staff is too hung-over to open their eyes, much less start a 
screaming match.  

I stepped up to the window as Roman was wiping his hands on his apron—hands that 
have been seasoned by the ingredients of his secret recipe for over twenty-five years, the 
way he tells it. “How’s it going, Roman?” I asked 

“Eh,” he shrugged, “still breathing. Got to put up with these dipshits, but they’re 
family. What am I gonna do, right?” A look of recognition came into his eye. “O’Shea,” 
he said with his voice hanging somewhere between a question and a statement. He sliced 
open a loaf of freshly-baked bread. 

“That’s right,” I grinned. “Two.” 
“When’re you gonna give me that picture?” he asked, throwing his thumb back over 

his shoulder to the wall of heroes he had behind him. Shots of marines, army and navy 



boys, rangers, cops, firefighters, and even a few generals were plastered across the wall. 
Some restaurants put up photos of their celebrity customers, Roman’s got the entire 
armed forces on his. He’s got a lot of customers, but he always remembers his boys in 
uniform, even if it takes him a moment.  

“Once I dig it out of my mom’s photo-album,” I said, lying, while he slapped ruby red 
cuts of beef onto the grill beside the peppers, onions, and mushrooms. I’d been a regular 
at Roman’s since before dad died. It had been the place he took us when he was having 
one of his good days and had a little extra cash to spend on us. After Haley and I moved 
in with my grandparents, I kept up the tradition. 

“Well, once you find it,” he tapped an empty spot on the wall, the grease-encrusted 
watch on his wrist clinking. 

“Sure thing.” 
“How is it over there?” he asked. 
“About as bad as it sounds like it is over here,” I answered. I hadn’t had the heart to 

tell him when they’d let me go—that and I didn’t want to run the chance of him losing 
respect for me and me never eating another of Roman’s sandwiches again. 

“You’re telling me,” he said, his black and grey eyebrows rising over his thin-rimmed 
glasses. “Nikki, go out and get some more onions, will’ya?” he yelled into back room’s 
open door. “It’s a shame. You fellas fight so hard for this country, and we just piss it all 
away. Too many lunatics.” He dipped his hand into the bag of cheese by the table and 
sprinkled it on the meat. “Some of them sleep at the shelter, some of them sleep at the 
Ritz.” 

“You think there’s a connection?” I asked. 
“Nope. Well, boredom, maybe.” 
“How’s that?” 
Roman sighed, the gold chain around his neck shifting through the chest hair growing 

out of his T-shirt. “You got nothing to live for, you go crazy—crazy for girls, crazy for 
money, crazy for, you know, a big name and all: for whatever you think’s gonna make 
you happy.” 

“You don’t think that’s a purpose?” 
“What? Happiness? Happiness is bullshit.” 
I laughed, “Come on Roman, what about you? You got a family! This place? You 

seem like a happy guy.” 
Roman laughed too. “You think I’m happy, O’Shea? With these dipshits?” He threw 

his finger back over his shoulder again. I imagined one of them must have been passed 
out behind the counter in the back. “Half the time I’m about to take that Harley over there 
and ride the hell out of here. I mean, it’s all I can do just to keep them from burning the 
whole damn place to the ground. It’s like trying to teach a monkey how to play the violin, 
and all it wants to do is throw its shit at you.” 



I laughed. “Well, geez, Roman, you could have fooled me. I thought you loved it 
here,” I said, sarcastically. 

He scooped the meat, cheese, and veggies, still crackling, into the buns and gave me a 
smile. “You want this to go?” 

“Yeah.” 
“Happiness is bullshit, O’Shea. You listen to me. You don’t search for happiness, 

‘cause happiness comes and it goes. Try to hold onto that, it’s gonna drive you crazy. I 
been married twice. Thought I was gonna be happy both times. They came and they 
went,” he said, wrapping the sandwiches up in butcher paper. “You do something for 
somebody else, build something that matters to other people—that’s a purpose. I don’t do 
this ‘cause it makes me happy. I do it, because I love my kids, and I love my city. Hell, I 
love this whole country, as screwed up as it’s getting. Thirteen forty-six.” 

I handed him a twenty. “Keep the change.” 
“I don’t need your change,” he said back, reaching in to slide out a few crumpled 

dollars from his tray, but I’d already stepped away from the window. 
“Well, I can’t take that kind of advice for free, Roman, I’m sorry. Good to see you, 

again.” 
“You too. Hey, tell your dad I said ‘hey’!” he shouted after me. 
“Sure thing,” I called back. Roman could remember some things about hundreds of 

soldiers and service-men, but he couldn’t remember everything. I wasn’t going to fault 
him for that. 

__ 

As hard as it was, I kept the sandwiches wrapped up till I got back to the hospital, 
hoping to lift some of the load off of Aunt Winnie by taking care of her dinner. I walked 
in to find two nurses sponge-bathing my sister—an image that I was not ready to see—so 
I left a message at the desk to tell Aunt Winnie I’d be down in the cafeteria if she showed 
up. The TV was on with some kind of news panel on the screen. I didn’t pay much 
attention to it, the sandwich was calling my name. I left it on the table and put a dollar 
into the pop machine. The can cracked open underneath my fingernail as I turned towards 
the TV to see a stock ticker of red arrows pointing down. The numbers that ran in front of 
them were all in the negative. The screen switched to a graph that showed an Everest-like 
drop that started at around one-thirty yesterday and plummeted until the market closed. I 
thought about the radiation at the dock. I wondered if this had something to do with that. 
A panel of two women, an Indian guy, and a black guy started discussing the numbers. 
The captions rolled under the screen. 

“…So, you can see how drastic this situation is,” the woman on the right said. 
“Exactly, Diane,” the black guy responded, the rest of the panel nodding in tow. “The 

closure of a port as large as Newark is sure to hit both the import and export aspects of 



the American economic system. Now amplify that by three other ports in one day, and 
you have a major economic crisis on your hands.” 

The Indian guy jumped in, “And, and that’s not even taking into account the potential 
terrorist nature of these radiation leaks. To find four containers with radioactive readings 
off the charts in one afternoon, well, that seems quite coordinated, doesn’t it?” 

“That’s true,” the lady in between the two guys answered. “It’s not confirmed yet, but 
the possibility of a major nuclear attack on America’s ports by a terrorist group would be 
enough to make any stockholder want to cut and run.” 

“Any American citizen for that matter,” Diane said. 
“That’s right,” the other woman came back, “but the NSA has yet to confirm that 

there was terrorist intent. They haven’t even opened the crates, as of yet, so it’s far too 
early for anyone to speculate terrorism was the cause of yesterday’s port shutdown.” 

“Indeed,” the black man said. “Homeland security has said that they will be making a 
statement as soon as they have opened the crates. As of now, they’ve moved them to a 
secure location, but they still aren’t taking any chances, and the ports will remain closed 
until this situation has been resolved.” 

“And as long as they are closed,” the Indian guy said, “We can expect stock prices to 
continue in this freefall, so I imagine that NSA will be making every effort to clear this 
up as soon as possible.” 

“Let’s hope so,” Diane finished and turned towards the camera, “Stay with us for 
updates on this situation as it unfolds. But for now, we turn to some breaking news.”  

The image cut to a helicopter’s view of a semi, smashed and lying on its side in the 
middle of a highway. Under its belly, the wreckage of at least thirty cars looked like 
crumpled up wads of paper that had missed a garbage can. I walked to the TV to turn the 
volume up.  

The whir of helicopter blades came in as Diane’s voice continued, “It seems that a 
semi-trailer, entered I70 outside of Baltimore and began traveling in the direction of 
oncoming traffic, resulting in a massive thirty car pileup. Richard is with our Skywatch 
team to provide us with more details. Richard, what happened here?” 

The helicopter’s rotor grew louder as Richard’s voice spoke up. “Yes, Diane, that’s 
right, what you’re seeing here is a thirty-six car pile-up-” the camera zoomed out to take 
in the rest of the crash. Cars were mangled and turned in every direction. Some were 
tipped over on their sides, others looked like they’d slammed so hard into another car that 
the two had merged. Black smoke covered the lens of the camera for a second. Richard 
coughed “-It’s-It’s really horrific. The reports we are getting from the ground team are 
that the driver of the semi-trailer entered the highway and began traveling towards 
oncoming traffic. He first collided with a minivan in which the mother and her two 
children were killed instantly. This stopped the truck and turned it sideways. Car after car 
slammed into its trailer and each other in the span of three minutes before traffic came to 
a halt. Police, firemen, and paramedics are on the scene now. We are hearing reports of 



twenty seven fatalities, and thirty four other people have been rushed to the hospital. We 
don’t know, yet, how many are in critical condition.” 

“Richard, what about the driver of the semi?” Diane asked. “Did he survive the crash? 
Have the police discovered why this happened?” 

“I can’t confirm yet, Diane, but eyewitness accounts say that after the first few cars hit 
the semi-trailer, they saw the driver climb out of the door and begin walking towards the 
oncoming cars. They say he was struck by another speeding car and killed instantly. You 
can see on a section of the highway, beneath that silver Dodge charger there, that police 
have taped off a large section of the wreck. No sign of the body is visible, but there is a 
lot of blood. I’ll have more information on that question shortly, I’m sure.” 

“Thank you Richard,” Diane said, her primped and polished face taking the place of 
the disaster as the screen switched back over. 

I hadn’t taken a sip of the Coke yet, and my hand was almost numb from holding the 
cold can. I set it down while Diane kept talking and decided I needed that Philly cheese-
steak. It was the only good news I’d had that day, and it wasn’t looking like things were 
going to get any brighter. 



Haley

“What’s a feller gotta do to spend a little time alone with you these days, huh?” My 
visitor shut the door. It was the nurse—the man with the cold hands and the inhaler. He 
laughed, then coughed. “Lands! I was afraid I’d never see you again after your brother 
got back.” His fingers massaged my feet through the blanket. 

Who are you? I asked. What do you want?  
“We got lucky with that car accident, didn’t we?” 
His hands slid up my leg to the bump of my knees. “My momma always told me, 

‘Look for a silver lining behind each and every raincloud’. Well, there’s plenty of silver 
lining in a thirty-car pile-up. Probly not silver, but metal anywho. You know what I mean, 
Haley.” 

His fingers traced along the inside of my thigh. 
No, I thought, whimpering in my mind, please not again. 
His hand stopped and shook for a moment. Then he pulled it away. “I’m sorry,” he 

said. “I shouldn’t have. But I just missed you so bad, I felt like my teeth were gonna fall 
out.” His accent was starting to come through stronger. It was country, hillbilly, but it 
sounded like he’d been working on getting rid of it. That’s why it had seemed so weird 
the first time I’d heard him speak. 

His cold fingers touched mine, then pulled away again. It felt like being touched by 
death. The IV line leading to my hand tugged. “You know, you resemble her,” he said, 
busy with something. “My momma. She had hair like yours, wavy and blonde. It was soft 
on my face when she’d go and kiss me.” His fingers followed the IV line down to my 
wrist and rested there, nudging the needle in my hand. It ached just a little. 

“I wonder what she’d think of you,” he said, distantly. “If she’d like you…if she’d be 
jealous.” He paused. In that quiet moment, I thought I had just imagined the whole thing. 
Then I heard him chuckle to himself. “Jealous,” he said, “she always wished her eyes 
were green, like ours are, and not ‘poop brown’. That’s what she called hers. Sometimes I 
still wake up and see her eyes looking back at me in my bed. ‘You’s my green light at the 
end of Daisy’s dock,’ she told me one time I’d tried to run away. She’d slapped me, of 
course, and I was wailin’. ‘You can’t never leave me, Nixon. Don’t you never leave me, 
or I’d be lost,’ she said.”  

Nixon. His name is Nixon, I carved the words into my brain. 
A stool scraped across the floor, making me want to grind my teeth. “She was a big 

reader,” he said. “Lands, she loved that Fitzgerald. She said his life was ‘just so poetic’. 
How he didn’t just snap and kill Zelda, well that had always confounded her. She 
wouldn’t have put up with none of that girl’s antics. The tragedy of it all was like a spell 
over my momma, and she couldn’t let it go.” He breathed into his hands and rubbed them 
together. “She made durn sure that I read too. Did she ever. Momma was fit to be tied if I 



didn’t have nothin’ to say about the poem or chapter that she’d told me to read that week. 
Are you a reader, Haley?” 

He stopped, like I was actually going to be able to answer him. 
“I know you read textbooks and everwhat, but Poe, Shelley, Lewis? Shakespeare 

even?” 
I prayed that someone would come in and find him before he left again—to find out 

what he was doing here. 
“Hope not that your moving innocence, your beauteous grief, or all your suppliant arts 

shall ransom you from my embraces,” he said. “You are imagined dead: society is forever 
lost to you. I possess you here alone; you are absolutely in my power, and I burn with 
desires which must either gratify or die: but I would owe my happiness to yourself. That’s 
from The Monk,” Nixon finished. “I reckon it’s one of my favorites. You grow up in a 
small town like Mill Creek, West Virginia, and it’s about the only way that you can ever 
get out—readin’, I mean. I went my way, eventually, but only after momma died.” 

The bed creaked as he leaned on the railing and breathed out a tight breath. “Quare, I 
reckon. Some folks would call a country boy who reads books like a spider eats flies ‘a 
quare one’. They might even say there was somethin’ unnatural ‘bout it. Folks at home 
sure did.” He rubbed my hand. “Let me tell you something, though, Haley. Ain’t nothin’ 
wrong with the things others call, ‘unnatural.’ My momma loved me in many ways. She 
taught me to love readin’. That was one of the ways. Sometimes, love makes you do 
‘unnatural’ things,” he said with a smile picking up his words at the end. “You’ll be 
alright,” he said. “It just takes a little doing, that’s all. Some ‘unnatural’ things.” 

He leaned forward and kissed me on the forehead, his breath smelling like cinnamon. 



Patty

Patricia Anne Gonzalez was late to work. She had stopped by Starbucks to pick up a 
tall, white-chocolate mocha and a blueberry muffin, a small consolation for the swamp of 
frustration that was her life. Why they called that squat, little cup a “tall”, she would 
never understand. There was another reason why she made these regular trips to the 
Starbucks on Tremont, even though they were quickly eating through her tax refund. That 
reason’s name was Oscar. He was Puerto-Rican, played baseball on the school team, and 
was her barista. She could put up with a coffee cup that was confused about its sexual 
inadequacy as long as that coffee cup gave her the chance to look into Oscar’s eyes as she 
ordered it.  

“What’ll ya have, Patricia,” Oscar had said in his imitation of a thick Bostonian 
accent. 

“You know me, Oscar. The usual: Tall white-chocolate mocha and that blueberry 
muffin right…there,” she pointed to it behind its glass case. 

Oscar picked up the cup with the overcompensating title and scribbled her name on it. 
Patricia felt a flutter in her stomach as the Sharpie swirled around on the white cardboard 
to spell her name in thick, black, permanent ink. Then Oscar reached a strong hand under 
the glass counter to grab the muffin she had pointed to. 

“This one?” he asked, his eyebrows lifting with the question. 
“Si,” she said. 
He heated it up and put it in a bag, took her money and gave her change, their hands 

touching with the passing of the bills. It was electric, and she hoped he’d felt it too. 
She had lingered, stayed a little too long, but it was worth it, even if she was going to 

be chewed out by Tina when she arrived at work. It was ironic, of course, that a she, a girl 
named Patty, spent her days flipping burgers at the McDonalds on Shawmut Avenue. In 
her dreamy state, she was pedaling her bike down Dartmouth Street when she was 
sideswiped by a taxi. The tumble didn’t hurt anything too seriously, but she did scrape up 
her knee and knock her head on the asphalt. 

“Puta,” she huffed, looking for her muffin, which had landed in a puddle. 
“I’m so sorry, miss,” the driver said, stepping out of the taxi to help her off the 

ground. “I did not see you there.” His voice was European—maybe Russian.  
He apologized again, and Patricia said, “It’s nothing. Don’t worry about it.” When she 

saw her bike pinned to the ground under his tire, she wished she hadn’t said that, though. 
It wasn’t okay, and she wasn’t one to sue, but she could definitely use the money. A 
crowd was starting to gather, with people asking her if she was alright. The taxi driver, 
obviously wanting to avoid a police report, offered to take her to a shop and put her bike 
in for repairs, then to drive her to work. A little dazed and not wanting to make a problem 
for anyone, she took him up on the offer. She stepped into the cab, thinking about the last 
time she’d been hit by a car, down on a visit to her extended family in Tampico, in 



Mexico. Two times in six months? What are the chances? she thought, but she was just 
glad that this hadn’t been as bad as that time. 

She arrived at McDonalds an hour later. 
“Patty, where the hell have you been?” Tina asked. “We’ve got a line of customers out 

the door! Whatever. We’ll talk about it later. Just get back there, and help Franklin with 
the biscuits.” 

Patty stepped into the kitchen, where Franklin was sweating over twenty-five sizzling 
sausages, fourteen strips of bacon, and thirty eggs. “Hey Patty,” he said, wearily, “where 
ya been?” 

Patty ignored him and walked back to the storage room. 
Franklin shrugged. “Hey,” he called to her, “you getting more flour? We need more 

flour. I’m making about half-a-million biscuits.” 
“Yeah,” Patty said and ducked into the freezer, her eyes adjusting to the darkness. The 

bags of flour were sitting on the floor. She opened each one as the mist of the freezer 
swirled around her. Crouching down, she reached into her jacket and pulled out another 
large sack of white powder. She poured six handfuls into each bag. 

When the breakfast rush had passed, Tina found Patty. “Listen,” she said, “I don’t 
want to hear any excuses, okay. You get to work on time. That’s it. Period.” She stopped 
for a second to look Patty up and down. “What the hell happened to you? Where’re your 
shoes girl?” 

Patty’s expression was flat. 
“Fine, princess. Maybe you’re having some kind of weird-ass breakdown, or maybe 

this is just a bad day for you. Hell, I know those days, but I come to work! And I don’t go 
around barefoot in the kitchen. You know how many health and safety codes you’re 
violating?” 

“Yeah,” Patty said. 
Tina stood back, looked at Patty, then shook her head. “Take your ass home then,” she 

said, “before I do something we’d both regret. Come on time tomorrow, and maybe I’ll 
think about keeping you, but I’m not going to have this attitude at my branch.” 

Without saying anything, Patty turned around and walked through the kitchen. She 
was hungry, so, on her way out, she picked a biscuit up off the counter and took a bite as 
she pushed open the door. 



Shirley

The nurse, Sue, left the room.  
Her dark hair and easy smile reminded me of Erin. I was in a bad enough place as it 

was with Haley in a coma and no leads on Nick. I knew if I let myself start thinking about 
Erin—start missing her—I’d never stop. I pushed the power button on the TV above the 
couch. 

“-containers that arrived at four different major US ports this week, setting off 
radiation detection devices, did not contain weapons, but medical equipment. More on 
that story in a few minutes. A McDonalds on Shawmut and Hammond in Boston has been 
shut down and quarantined pending an investigation into what Police are calling the most 
lethal case of food poisoning in American history. Emergency rooms around the Boston 
area are filled to capacity at the moment as eighty three people were rushed to the 
hospital yesterday. Of those eighty-three, we know that sixty have died and the rest are 
still in critical condition. When medical staff and investigators began asking questions, 
each of the patients claimed to have had breakfast here, at McDonalds on Shawmut and 
Hammond. The morning staff of five people, including the manager, have all passed 
away. FDA and FBI are working alongside each other to ascertain the nature and the 
cause of the poisoning and are urging anyone with any information about the incident to 
come forward. McDonalds refused to comment, except to say that they were launching 
their own investigation into the matter while lending their full cooperation to the FDA 
and FBI. Police are concerned that some customers may not have sought medical 
attention and are advising anyone who has eaten at the Shawmut branch to visit their 
nearest hospital immediately.” 

I turned the TV off. Shit, I thought. It’s getting worse every day. “It’s probably good 
you’re asleep, Haley,” I said to my sister. “Things aren’t going so well out here.” 

I touched her hand. “You look different with your eyes closed. Every time I remember 
you, from before, you had your eyes open. Seeing you like this…it’s you, but it’s not 
you.” My head buzzed. All of a sudden, I was looking at a pig laying in Haley’s bed, its 
belly split open and filled with oil. Lugworms writhed in the black soup. I shook the 
image away and blinked my eyes. “I mean this isn’t how you-how you were meant to be, 
Haley,” I continued, feeling lightheaded. “You always had your eyes open, exploring, 
taking it all in, but there were things I didn’t want you to see. I tried to protect you from 
them.” My mouth was dry. My tongue started to get that itch I’d been having when I 
needed a cigarette. There was a smoke detector right above the window, so I knew I’d 
have to step outside if I wanted to light up. 

At that moment someone knocked on the door. It was an old lady, bald and wrinkled, 
but happy. Even though the chemo was working on her—her gums were red and retracted 
where they met her teeth—there was still something strong about her when she smiled at 



me, and her eyes were a kind of brown that almost looked like it had purple running 
through it. 

“Hi there,” she said, “you must be Shirley.” 
“Hi.” I shook the hand she extended. Her grip was firm, but it felt like I was holding a 

pack of straws, her skin was so thin and loose around the bones of her fingers. 
“Beanna,” she said, “Haley and I are old friends,” she said. “Well, I’m old and she’s 

my friend,” she corrected and smiled. 
“Nice to meet you.” 
“Likewise. Haley’s told me so much about you.” 
I looked at her for a moment, wondering if her medication was a little too high. 
“I’m joking,” she grinned, “I can see her sense of humor runs in the family.” 
“Well, we’re a tight-lipped bunch,” I said, smiling myself and knowing that she was 

just trying to make the best of a bad thing. “You come down here a lot?” 
“Whenever I can escape. It’s nice to get away from the morgue upstairs, see how the 

other half lives.” She patted me on the arm, then slowly sat down on the couch. “Why 
haven’t we met before, Shirley? I know your aunt, by the way. She’s a darling.” 

“Yeah, she is. I’ve been out of town.” I looked at the floor. “Out of contact, really. I 
just found out she was in the hospital a few days ago.” 

“Well, don’t beat yourself up about it. Some things can’t be helped. No one plans on 
things like what happened to your sister.” 

I didn’t have anything to reply to that. “Thanks for spending time with her,” I finally 
said. 

Beanna’s eyes went up in surprise. The movement wrinkled her forehead and would 
have raised her eyebrows if she still had them. “Oh, I come down here for me, Shirley,” 
she nodded just a little bit. “There is something about your sister, young man—something 
special in her. She lets people unload the stuff they are carrying around in those deep dark 
places. I mean, you see all those trinkets, the flowers, candles, and such. They aren’t 
gifts, Shirley. These are payment for her time. Me? I don’t have anything to give her. The 
time I spend with her…well that’s just my selfishness.” Her eyes were serious, but there 
was a sparkle in them too.  

“I know it’s good for her that you’re here,” I said. “Do you mind taking over? I’ve got 
to head out for a little bit.” 

“It would be my pleasure,” she smiled. 
__ 

I stubbed my cigarette into the sand-tray on top of the trashcan and tossed the empty, 
crumpled-up pack inside. Then I crossed the street to the Lazy Susan—my old, after-
work bar. One cigarette hadn’t been enough. I’d smoked through the whole pack while I 
wandered the city, walking, taking buses, eventually ending up back in Camden.  



It felt good to be home, but now my world was split. Half of me was still living at the 
farm with Erin and Bernie, the other half was here. And there was something else. 
Something had woken up in me that day I’d killed those thugs at the bowling alley—
when we’d rescued Rory. It was that part of me that was itching for the twitch of a 
trigger-pull. I was dealing with that, trying to put it back to bed, but there were monsters 
in the closet that wouldn’t let it sleep. I was thinking about that Nigerian mother and her 
baby. 

We had been escorting a fact-finding team to gather intel of ethnic cleansing outside 
Gombe by the militant muslim group, Boko Haram. The State Department needed proof 
before they would commit troops to a NATO task force. We pulled into a village that had 
been on fire, huts burning from a raid that had happened just hours before. Johnny, Maj, 
Sam and I, along with Chris and Ernie got out to sweep the place. I stepped over a goat 
that had been riddled with bullets. In front of every hut, bodies of men and children laid 
on the ground, mowed down by machine gun fire or hacked by machetes. Inside the huts, 
the ones that weren’t a pile of charcoal, the scenes were worse. That’s where we found 
most of the women in the village, raped and mutilated—dead, the lucky ones. I stepped 
out of a hut, about to lose the MRE that I’d scarfed down on the ride over. Then I heard a 
gurgling to my left and dropped to my knee, lifting my HK416. There was a mother 
leaning back against the village well. She was dressed up for church, her hair wrapped in 
a green and yellow swirling scarf. They had torn her dress down the front and bashed her 
head against the well. Her eyes were glazed over, but her hand laid palm up, towards a 
squirming bundle in the muddy puddle in front of her. 

“Shit,” I said, realizing it was a baby, laying face down in the water. “Sam, Maj, get 
the fuck over here!” I yelled, running towards the well. When I got there, though, the 
baby had stopped struggling. I picked it up and laid it on its back in the grass, then started 
trying to do chest compressions and breathing into its nose and mouth. I’d never done 
CPR on a baby before, and I was scared I was gonna snap its chest or pop its lungs.  

“Damn,” Sam said over my shoulder while Maj called for the medical team. 
I pumped, using only my wrists and forearms, then put my mouth over the baby’s face 

and blew. Nothing. I tried again.  
“Shirley,” Chris put his hand on my shoulder. 
I ignored him and pushed another mouthful of air into the baby’s lungs. Its face was 

cold around my lips. I pulled back again and stared. It was dead. I didn’t care, though. I 
tried again, and Chris took a step away. This time, when I breathed out, I felt the baby 
move. I jerked back. It coughed, and muddy water spilled out of its mouth. I rolled it on 
its side, but it still couldn’t breath, so I tried again, and it coughed some more, hacking up 
the rest. Then it started to cry, screaming so hard that it didn’t make a sound. Its whole 
body was rigid and shaking with the effort. I laughed, looking up at the guys as they 
shouted at me. The medic came around, and I handed her the baby. 

“He-she, it’s not making any sound. I-I don’t know what’s wrong.” 



“He’ll be alright,” she said, holding him to her chest and walking quickly towards the 
convoy of Range Rovers we’d taken to get there.  

I looked back down at the mother. “They’ve gotta sign off on this,” I said, taking her 
bloody shawl and draping it over her naked chest. “Somebody’s got to get these 
bastards.” 

It turned out that the “fact-finding” mission was just a political move. The state 
department dragged its feet until some new crisis cropped up and the whole thing was 
forgotten. No-one ever found the men responsible for that massacre. There weren’t 
enough American interests at stake in that little village.  

I pushed open the door to the Lazy Susan with that memory in my head, hoping that a 
bottle of Jack would be enough to water it down. Marco, the owner wasn’t behind the bar. 
There was a new guy, so I sat down unrecognized and ordered three shots of the bar’s 
cheapest whiskey and a Coors. Isaac’s taste in alcohol had spoiled me. The whiskey went 
down like gasoline, but the Coors was mellow enough to put out the fire. I decided I was 
going to spend the rest of the day there, blow all the cash I had in my pocket, and get 
super-fucking-drunk. FUBAR—that was my life—fucked up beyond all recognition. 
There was no putting the egg back together again, so I thought I might as well just smash 
it completely. 



Haley

Leon was dead. His body laid on the stainless steel operating table in the school’s 
anatomy laboratory. It was cold in the room, and the bluish fluorescent lighting made it 
feel colder. 

“I hate coming down here,” Tory said, beside me, while she hopped and rubbed her 
hands together. “Can’t wait till this semester is over…Haley?” 

I couldn’t take my eyes off him. His naked body was grey under the lights. I tried to 
look away, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t believe he was dead. I’d wanted it so bad, but there 
he was, and I didn’t feel anything. I didn’t feel happy. I didn’t feel free. I didn’t feel 
justice. On the other side of him, Dr. Erkstein lectured, “I want you to notice the bruising 
at the sternal angle, right here,” using the scalpel in his hand to point to Leon’s chest. 

My eyes devoured in the picture. It was like I was trying to eat up the memory, hoping 
that if I consumed it, I would be satisfied. The hair on his chest trailed down his stomach 
and grew up around his penis. I tried to stop myself from looking at it. The memory of 
him on top of me in the basement came raging back into my mind. But now it just laid 
there, tilted to the side, like a gun at a crime-scene with empty shells scattered around it. 
He’d murdered me as much with that as he had with the pistol. With the gun, he’d taken 
my life, but with that thing he took my soul. 

“Now, look closely,” Dr. Erkstein waved the crowd of students around me in. We all 
took a step towards the cadaver and leaned forward. Dr. Erkstein tilted Leon’s head back 
and opened his mouth. 

“You’ll notice the tongue has been severely lacerated along the sides. Does anyone 
have a guess as to what happened to this man?” 

“Kinky make-out session went too far?” Tristan, the class comedian, said on my right. 
The crowd laughed. It’s easy to make someone laugh when you’re looking at a corpse. 
The mind wants a release for all the tension it’s got bottled up in that situation. I wasn’t 
laughing, though. Neither was Tory. 

“Well, not exactly,” Dr. Erkstein answered. “Yes, his tongue was bitten, but that’s not 
what killed him.” 

“So what did it?” another student, a Kenyan girl with her hair in braids, asked. 
“You’ll find out by the end of class,” Dr. Erkstein answered. “For now, I’d like a 

volunteer.” 
Without thinking, my hand went up. It was the only one. 
“Yes, Miss O’Shea,” Dr. Erkstein waved me forward. 
“Gross, Haley. What are you going to do?” Tory asked from behind me. 
I stepped up to the table and walked around Leon’s head till I was on the other side, 

facing the class. 
“Haley, am I right?” Dr. Erkstein asked, his face lowering so that he could look over 

his black-rimmed glasses at me. 



“Yes sir,” I said, nodding. 
“Do you remember the incisions I made last week to open the cadaver?” 
I nodded again. 
He handed me the scalpel. I stood there for a moment, looking at the blade. My thumb 

pressed against the edge. I looked up at my classmates. Tory’s face was horrified. My 
thumb slipped and a sting of pain brought me back to the scalpel. I was bleeding. No one 
moved to help me, though. 

“Go on,” Dr. Erkstein said, nodding to the cadaver. 
I closed my eyes and tried to calm myself down, breathing in and out through my 

nose. My nostrils flared with each breath as I opened my eyes and slowly brought the 
blade down to Leon’s chest. My hand was shaking when it finally touched his skin. Blood 
ran down my fingers and over the blade. I closed my eyes again and breathed in. The pain 
was too much. The memories were too strong. My mind rattled. My eyes flew wide. I 
pushed the knife-edge through his skin and pulled in one hard motion, straight down to 
his pelvis, ripping him open. My hand changed grip on the handle and I stabbed the blade 
into his chest, slicing another line straight down to his crotch. Screaming, I lifted it again 
and stabbed back down. His body sagged as I tore him apart, each slice cutting away the 
skin that was holding him together. His organs began to plop out onto the floor. The 
stench was horrible. I gripped the handle with both hands and brought it down straight 
onto his chest. The blade bent on his breastbone. I stabbed again. It snapped. I stabbed 
again and it punched through with a crack.  

Leon’s eyes came open. Then he lifted up off the table and put his hands around my 
throat. They were so strong. My windpipe crunched under his fingers as I scrambled for 
the handle of the scalpel. My mind started to drift. His face closed in. 

No, please. I thought. Let me finish him. 
My fingers closed on the handle as his mouth laid on top of mine. I ripped the scalpel 

free and shoved it up through his chin. His eyes rolled back, and his hands released me. 
Then he flopped onto the table.  

I breathed, lifting my hand to my throat. It was covered in blood. Leon was dead, 
though. The dead don’t bleed. I looked down and saw blood spreading across my shirt, 
running over my yoga pants, and pooling up around my sneakers. My belly bulged 
outward. I lifted my shirt and watched as my guts tumbled out onto the linoleum floor. 

__ 

Then my head was shaking back and forth. It had been a dream, I knew, but that 
didn’t make it any less real. I thought I’d died for good. Now I was moving. I’m moving, 
I thought. I’m moving my head.  I forgot the dream and tried to sit up. Someone’s hand on 
my face stopped me. That’s when the sound came in, the sound of maracas in my mouth, 
and Sue said, “Oh, goodmorning.” 

Me? Can you tell I’m alive? Am I moving? 



“It’s actually lunchtime,” came Othello’s smooth voice. 
“I know. I got here a little bit late. I was just finishing with Haley.” 
“No problem,” Othello said. 
“I’ll be done in just a moment.” 
“Really, don’t worry about it.” The bathroom door opened and clicked shut. I heard 

the faucet turn on.  
Then Sue’s phone rang. The sound made me feel sick. Don’t pick up, Sue, I said, but 

she did. 
“Hello?” 
A man’s voice buzzed. 
“Today’s not a good day for me, Hank. Can you call someone else?” 
The man said something.  
She breathed out a sigh. “Yes, I know. Okay, I understand. I’ll be there: tonight, 

seven-thirty, Motel 6 in East Brunswick.” 
The toilet flushed as she clicked off the call, and Othello walked back out into the 

room. 
“All done,” Sue said, gathering up her things and heading towards the door. 
Stop her, Othello, I said, hoping somehow that my mind could reach out to his. Don’t 

let her go. 



Shirley

I sat at the bar and drank from lunch till two.  
Then I took a piss. Then I drank some more. The bartender, whose name was Jeff, 

asked me for my car keys and if I wanted him to call someone. I told him I walked and 
that he could pour me another shot or he could call an ambulance. He poured me another 
shot, but told me that was my last. Guy was thirty pounds lighter than me. He had balls, I 
gave that to him, so I took the shot and went into the bathroom to take another piss. I 
ended puking up my guts in the stall and passing out. When I woke, it was four o’clock. I 
washed up, feeling like I had a hatchet buried in my skull, and pushed open the bathroom 
door to see Herb, Pete and Terry sitting at the bar. 

Pete noticed me first and patted the other guys on the arm, “Shirley?” 
“Hey Pete,” I said, rubbing my eyes. “Where the hell’ve you guys been? Haven’t seen 

you in forever.” 
“Wh-” Pete started to say, his eyes searching for an answer. Then he laughed and 

jumped off his stool to give me a hug. 
“Good to see you, buddy,” I said, squinting with the headache I was starting to have. 
“You too, man!” Pete patted me on the back.  
Terry was right behind him. “Shirley,” he said, sticking out his hand. 
I shook it and said, “Terry. How are things?” 
“Not too bad, I guess,” he said under that thick mustache. 
“Herb, get over here,” I called to the bar. 
Herb was still sitting on his stool. I knew he was upset that I’d decided to get wasted 

in a bar instead of calling him back up. He took a sip of his Bud Light and said, “It’s been 
a long day, Shirley. I got a chair for you right here.” He patted the seat beside him. 

“I would, but I think I wore out my welcome,” I said, tilting my head towards the 
bartender, who avoided making eye-contact with me. 

“Well, have a seat anyway, Shirley, will’ya?” Pete said, his arm over my shoulder as 
we walked back to the bar. 

“Yeah, we’ll get you a lemon spritzer or something,” Herb added. 
I sat down between Herb and Pete, moving slowly so I didn’t fall off the stool. 
“Water, Jeff. A tall one,” Herb told the new bartender. “You got any pretzels?” 
“So, what happened, Shirley?” Pete asked, leaning in close. “Where you been for the 

past-what’s it been, a year?” He looked over my shoulder to Terry as he asked me. 
“Close to it,” Terry said. 
“I just needed to get out of town,” I said, “Joined a Polka band, and we’ve been 

touring. We’re the biggest thing in Sweden right now.” I smiled. 
Pete laughed. “For a second I thought you were serious, there,” he said. “No, but 

really, why’d you skip out without telling us? What happened?” 



Herb was sucking on his beer, pretending he didn’t care. I tried to remember what I’d 
told him the first night I’d been back. 

“A couple guys from Camp Hill, who were holding a grudge against me, got out and 
looked me up. I left, went to Canada, got a job.” 

“Is that what happened to Haley?” Pete asked. 
Herb and Terry looked at me hard. 
“Because we’re all sorry about that, Shirley,” Pete continued, “You should have told 

us. We could have gotten some guys together and dealt with them.” 
I took a big gulp of water. “I should have told you,” I said. “But I thought if I just left, 

they’d move on. I didn’t want to get you guys into anything. You’ve got Jenny and the 
kid. Herb’s house is like a friggin’ rabbit farm.” I threw my thumb over my shoulder at 
Herb, who almost choked on his beer. Terry laughed and slapped him on the back. Pete 
lost it, holding his stomach, red in the face, pointing at Herb, saying “Rabbit farm,” and 
laughing in between. 

After a good ten seconds, Herb said, “Actually, Shirley, it’s two kids now.” 
“No shit?” I said. 
“Yeah. Jenny’s pregnant again. Four months.” 
“Ah Pete, that’s great,” I said. “I’m happy for you guys. Congratulations.” I touched 

my glass of water against his bottle in a toast, then took another drink. Slainte, I almost 
said, remembering Isaac, Paddy, and Rory. 

“You coming back to work?” Terry asked. 
“Yeah,” I said, knowing there wasn’t anything else for me to do since Nick’s trail had 

gone cold. “Looks like it. I just wanted to spend some time with Haley before getting 
back to the grind. You think Max will have me?” 

“I think she’ll have you any way you let her,” Herb said, finally talking to me. I was 
glad he was coming around. 

“I guess it’s worth a shot,” I said. 
“Wear something sexy,” Herb winked, smiling. 
“Think it’ll help?” I asked, joking. 
“Woman’s gonna eat you alive,” Terry said. He didn’t normally jump in on the craic, 

so I could tell he was really trying to make me feel welcome. 
“Well then,” I said, throwing my arms over their shoulders, “I guess we’d better go 

shopping, girls. What’ll you have? Drinks on me.” 



Haley

I was dreaming, again. Shamis and I were swimming across a big, green lake. He 
nipped at my ankle under the water, and I laughed, taking in a gulp. He paddled past me. 
I stroked to catch up. I had been on the swim team in High School, so I couldn't believe a 
dog was beating me—Shamis, of all dogs, who had the attention span of a butterfly. I 
called out to him, "Shamis!" but he sped towards the bleached-white stones on the shore 
ahead where a man was sitting by a fire. I was moving, alive. That's how I knew I was 
dreaming. I stopped swimming for a second and treaded water to catch my breath. 
Shamis was almost there. He was barking at the man by the fire. "Shamis!" I yelled 
again. I started kicking myself forward. That's when a hand grabbed my leg and pulled 
me under. 

__ 

"...and she didn't call in sick?" Amy said, holding my ankle and wiping a cold, wet rag 
over my thigh. 

"No. It's really strange," Rosie said, "Sue's never even been late. That's what Barb 
said. She wondered if I'd heard from her. Have you seen her around?" 

"Me? No." 
The air on my wet skin was cold. I felt each pore tighten up as goosebumps rose all up 

and down my legs, back, and arms. 
Rosie wiped under my arm and across my chest, the rag jolting me with pleasure and 

pain as she rubbed over my nipples. "Don't you guys both live down in Colombus? Take 
the same bus?" 

"Yeah, we do, actually. I see her every now and then on the way home if she decides 
to stay around and work overtime," Amy said, her mind on something else. “What about 
Dr. Yi?” 

“Yeah, she’s looked rough, hasn’t she?” Rosie said. 
“Eddie said she came by the pharmacy for Prazosin.” Amy dipped her rag in the water 

and swabbed my face: first my forehead, then my nose, my cheeks, my ears.  
“What do you think that’s about?” Rosie asked. 
“I don’t know, but I came in early this morning and saw her sleeping in her car.” 
“Okay, now you’re just making things up,” Rosie said. 
“No, really,” Amy said, sounding worried. 
“You’re sure it was Dr. Yi?” 
“Positive. She drives a Sequoia, right? White one?” Amy said. The sheet draped over 

my naked body. “Do you think we should tell someone?” 
“I’ll come in early tomorrow and see if she’ll talk to me,” Rosie said as they rolled me 

onto my back and started washing my hair. "Hey, I can get Sue's address from Barb," 
Rosie said. "Maybe we could go by her place after work and see if she's alright." 



"That sounds good. I'll tell Emilio I'll be late." 
"How's that working out, by the way?" 
Amy paused. "Wonderful," she said. "He took me shopping yesterday for a crib so 

that he could put it together this weekend." 
They dried me and lifted me onto a gurney while they changed my sheets. "When's 

your next ultrasound?" Rosie asked. 
“Three weeks. I’m going to be five months." I could tell Amy was smiling.  
Rosie pulled the gown over my arms and tied it behind my back. "Are you going to 

find out?" 
"I want to wait, but Emilio would kill me." 
They packed up and started for the door. "How about your parents?" Rosie asked. 
"I still haven't told them." 
I wanted to go with them—to tell Amy congratulations and visit Sue. Some part of me 

already knew, though, that she was gone. Maybe that last john had gotten too rough with 
her. Maybe he’d killed her. I hoped not. I hoped she’d run away—told herself she could 
find some other way to pay her student loans. It was selfish, but I wished she hadn’t left. I 
couldn’t imagine not hearing the bounce in her voice as she talked to me in the morning 
and how she called me “mariposa”. I was going to miss her. 



Shirley

I left The Lazy Susan waving off a ride from Pete.  
I told him I’d just take the bus—said I wanted to take my time going through the city, 

that I might wander across the bridge into Philly. He shrugged and said, “alright, Shirley, 
but if you need anything, you just gotta ask.” 

“I’ll talk to Max tomorrow,” I told the boys. 
They nodded, saying, “Glad to have you back.” 
“It’s good to be back,” I said, wanting to mean it. 

__ 

For two hours, I walked through Camden—not normally a place you'd take a stroll at 
sunset. Then again, I didn't really give a fuck. I could die that night, and nobody's life 
would be any different. I knew I wasn't going back to Ireland. I couldn’t face Erin and 
Bernie, lying to them every day. Haley would never wake up. Nick was gone. I could 
move on, sure. I could go back to work and pick up where I left off, but things were 
different. I'd buried a Shirley before—Shirley, the killer. Isaac had dug up his grave and 
pulled him out of it. I knew I couldn't bury that Shirley again. He wouldn't go back in the 
box. He liked the taste of the air and the feeling of a trigger under his finger too much. 
Now, though, now there was no one to put in the cross-hairs. So I turned the scope on 
myself. I walked slow through Camden, from Kaighn Avenue to Royden Street, trolling 
for a fight. That part of me I'd tried to bury was hungry for blood. The part of me that I'd 
replaced him with, the part that saw everyone I loved put through the ringer because of 
my decisions, that part was hoping someone would take a shot and end me. I think I 
would have been happy either way it turned out.  

The fish weren’t biting, though, so a couple hours after I waved goodbye to Pete, I 
was standing on the Benjamin Franklin Bridge at the same spot where Pa had jumped 
from five years ago. Leaning over the rail, I watched black water push up against the 
pylon. The wind was still, dead quiet. I wonder if this was why he did it, I thought. Did he 
feel stuck between two lives, but not fit for either of them? Did he see that no matter what 
he did, somebody close to him suffered? Like he didn’t fit in either of them? The cold iron 
of the railing was rough were the paint was chipped off. I gripped it tighter, then leaned 
over it and fell. 

Wind whistled in my ear as I caught sight of the city on the other side of the water. Its 
yellow light reflected off the surface of the river that was coming up to meet me. I let my 
body go limp, closed my eyes, and slammed into it, shattering that golden reflection into 
a billion tiny stars. I swirled with them into space. Then the cold, like a pack of 
rottweilers, bit deep into my legs, sending them into an instant cramp. I kicked once in 
panic, but shouted myself down to stop. Nothing was broken, as far as I could tell. I 
fought every survival instinct in my body, and felt myself sink. The lazy current took me 



as my consciousness faded out. I drifted, but just when I thought it was going to take me 
under, my cheek scraped onto a soggy mulch of dead leaves at the edge of the muddy 
riverbank.  

Son of a bitch, I thought. I can't even do this right. 
Then I blacked out. 

__ 

The next thing, I was in Philly, shuffling down a street I didn't recognize until I read a 
sign, Cherry Street. I was dripping, leaving dirty puddles behind me that streetlights 
turned into flashbulbs when I looked back to see where I'd come from. I thought about 
retracing my steps, but then I wondered where I had been going, and that was more 
important at the moment. 

It started to rain while I wandered around town. A sports bar named Overtime was 
open. I thought about going in, but I'd already puked, passed out, and tried to commit 
suicide. I figured I ought to cut myself off. That's when I noticed him, though. He was 
standing with a few other guys outside the bar, smoking a cigarette. It was the Arab-
looking guy with the small scar at his hairline—the one who had taken my picture the day 
that McAfee’s watch-shop had exploded. At first I thought he was just another ghost, but 
then he ran. 

He pushed past the guy on his right and jumped the railing to the outdoor seating area. 
I chased him, but my balance was off when I hit the rail, and I crashed into a table where 
a couple was just digging into a platter of fajitas. I scrambled to my feet, shoving chairs 
out of the way as I ran towards the back gate. Behind me, the guy yelled, "Hey, Jackass! 
You’re gonna pay for that!” 

I made it through the gate and around the corner just in time to see the photographer 
running up the front of a delivery van that was parked against the back wall of the alley. 
He took two steps and disappeared over the back of it. 

"Oh, damn," I said, then charged the truck. I pushed myself up to the top of the truck 
in time to see him scaling the service ladder on the side of the building to my left. My 
foot slipped on the truck’s wet roof. I leaned forward, though, and took another step, 
throwing myself towards the ladder. My elbow clanged off the cold metal, sending pins 
and needles up into my shoulder and down into my fingers. I reached up anyway and 
grabbed the next rung. When I pulled myself over the top, he was racing towards the 
other edge. I got to my feet and ran after him as he leaped across the alley onto another, 
lower building. Without thinking, I made the jump too. He landed just a second before I 
hit. My toes touched the ground, and I rolled over my shoulder and back onto my feet. He 
was heading past a little vegetable garden for the door down into the building. 
Momentum helped me close the distance, and I got ahold of his jacket just as he opened 
the door. I pivoted and threw him into a bush that had been planted beside the vegetables. 
I expected him to try again for the door or at least to take a swing at me, so I closed in on 



him. He didn't move, though, except to put his hand up and say, "Please! Please!" in a 
Middle-Eastern accent 

"Give me one fucking reason," I said, putting my hand on a stabbing pain in my side 
and wanting to puke. My vision glazed over. I knew I wasn't going to be good for a fight 
or another jog across the rooftops. The rain picked up. 

"I was following you," he said, looking at me with wide eyes under his hand. 
"No shit." 
"Because I need to talk to you. If you hit me, they'll know something happened." 
"Then why did you run? Put your fuckin’ hand down." 
He lowered it. His hair was curly, longer than the last time I'd seen him, but I was sure 

it was him. "I-I don't know. I thought I could talk to you, but, then when you saw me...I 
wasn't sure." 

He had an Afghani look, with light greenish-brown eyes even though his hair was 
black. His nose was crooked at the top, and that scar just left of center on his hairline— 

"You took my picture," I said, still standing over him. 
He searched my face for a second. 
"That day at the watchmaker's shop. Don't fuck with me, kid," I said. He could have 

been eighteen, but I doubted it. 
"Yeah," he answered. "They told me to follow you." 
"Who? Isaac?" 
His forehead tightened. "No. I don't know an Isaac." 
"Then who?" 
"My uncle." 
"What's his name?" 
He hesitated. “Habash Rawahah Al Bayati.” 
I searched my memory for that name and came up blank. "And yours?" 
“Amal Za’ir.” 
"Stand up," I said. 
He pulled himself out of the bush and wiped the mud off his jeans. 
"You got a cigarette, kid?" 
He reached into his jacket pocket—it was the same olive-colored windbreaker I'd seen 

him in that day outside McAfee’s, but he was missing the camera this time. 
"Slowly," I said as he pulled out a pack of Marlboro Reds and tossed it to me. I shook 

one out, tucked it into my mouth and handed the pack back to him, turning my hand up 
for the lighter. 

He patted his pocket. "Sorry," he shrugged. 
"Of course." I took the cigarette back out and crushed it between my fingers. "Your 

uncle, why did he want you to follow me?" 
"I work at his restaurant. Sometimes I make deliveries. Ah, here." He bent down to 

pick up a box of matches laying beside a fat, over-ripe tomato. "Must have fallen out." 



"Food?" I asked as he handed them to me with another cigarette. 
"Not always." 
I looked at the matchbox. Habibti, it read, 6031 Torresdale Avenue, Philadelphia, PA. 

19135. "Son of a bitch," I said under my breath, remembering the box of matches that 
Isaac carried with him with the same name. 

"Hawala," I said. 
He nodded.  
Hawala networks are like a money exchange that trades in goods, services, cash, and 

lots of trust. They’re hard to track, which makes them perfect for moving funds in 
terrorist networks. "You ever look in the packages?" 

"Sometimes," he said, unzipping his jacket, "meats, watches, flour, money, jewelry." 
He took it off to turn it around and swat the leaves and mud off the back of it. Under the 
jacket he was wearing a yellow t-shirt with X-men printed across the top and a bunch of 
comic book characters in action poses. 

Jeez, I thought, he is just a kid. 
"Guns," he finished, looking me in the eye. “Gunpowder, wires, other powders, 

batteries, stuff that I know you use to make bombs." 
"Why didn't you go to the cops?" I looked at him hard in the light coming sideways 

off the streetlights. 
"I'm illegal. My uncle smuggled me here after my dad and sister died. There's nothing 

for me to go back to. I never saw anything bad happen from the things I delivered until 
that day you blew up the watch-shop." 

"I didn't blow it up," I said. 
"But you delivered the package," he said flatly. 
"Yeah." He had me there. 
"And I had given that package to Miss Ping. The Peking Duck." 
The image of the squat, sour-faced Chinese woman came into my mind, yelling 

"Andale!" I looked at the kid. "Then what?" 
"Then nothing. I didn't know what to do. I took the photos and gave them to my uncle 

telling him that we had to go to the police, but he told me never to speak of it again. After 
some weeks, the TV stopped telling the story.” 

"So, why're you following me now?" 
"I wasn’t—not until I saw you coming out of The Peking Duck. I was going in to 

make a delivery, and I saw you coming out." 
"So, why follow me?" 
"I never thought you meant to do it—the bomb." 
I flicked the match across the box. The flint was wet. I used my shirt to dry it off. 
He continued, "and I didn’t think it would happen again. My uncle told me he was a 

bad man who got his just desserts. I went back to making deliveries, and never saw you 
or Isaac again. What happened to you? Where did you go?" 



"Away," I said, but seeing that wasn't the answer he was looking for, I said, "Got 
caught up in all that shit, and when I got back, things were in an even bigger mess than 
when I'd left them." 

The kid looked at the ground. He wasn't stupid. He knew they'd used his photos as 
leverage on me. 

I struck the match again. It lit, finally. “Look, I would have been in the same shit with 
or without the photos," I said, sucking in deep, feeling that nicotine melt into my veins 
like hot butter. "I wasn't going to leave till I'd stopped whatever Isaac had been planning." 
I didn't know if that was actually true. Before they'd taken Haley, the only thing that kept 
me following Isaac was knowing that he had information that could burn me. The kid 
wanted to believe it, though. That's what mattered. 

"After you disappeared,” he said, looking up, "I went back to making deliveries for 
my uncle. A few times I followed some people for him—took photos. Nothing ever 
happened…until one month ago." He reached into his pocket. My hand jerked to catch 
his. He looked at me and put his other hand up, then slowly pulled out a folded piece of 
paper. "My uncle told me to find these people. I did. I followed them, took their photos, 
and told him what their routines were." 

I took the paper from his hand, my wet fingertips soaking through it. It was a menu to 
his uncle's place, Habibti. I unfolded it and started to scan the back, where he had 
scratched down nine names. 

"You might recognize some of them from the news reports," he said. 
I angled it to the light. I hadn't been paying too much attention to all the news stories

—had other things on my mind—but some of the names were familiar. 
"Mark Proctor," he said, leaning over the paper and pointing his finger down at the 

name. "He was the one who killed all those people in the Lincoln tunnel. I thought it 
might just be a coincidence, at first. But then Henry Swire attacked. He was the semi 
driver who drove his truck down the wrong lane and caused that pile-up.” He moved his 
finger down by three names. "This one," he said, pointing at Patricia Anne Gonzalez, "she 
was killed in the McDonald's poisoning.” He looked up at me. 

I took a drag of the cigarette, its tip glowing yellow under my nose. “And?” 
“And they are terrorists! Or someone is making them do these things—blackmailing, 

threatening their families, I don’t know—but you have to stop them!” His hands moved 
wildly while he talked. 

“Take it to the cops, kid,” I said, handing him back the menu. “Whatever this thing is, 
it’s bigger than one guy. I don’t know what you expect me to do.” 

“But you have to help me. I never meant for anyone to die. I didn’t…” he stopped 
talking and looked out at the city. “You know how it will look if I tell this to the police. 
They’ll say I’m making it up, or they’ll think I’m a part of it. Either way, I’ll get deported
—back to Iraq or to Guantanamo, it doesn’t matter. It’s all the same for me.” 



“Well, that’s a tough choice you got there,” I said. I didn’t know if I could trust the 
kid. His story could have been bullshit or it could have been a trap. I didn’t want any part 
of either.  

“Fuck you,” he said, crumpling up the menu and tossing it as he pushed past me and 
opened the stairwell door. 

He took a few steps down the stairs before I said, “Hey, wait.” 
He looked up at me. 
“You ever hear of a kid named Nicholas Moynihan? Irish boy, dark hair, green eyes.” 
He shook his head and continued down the stairs. 
I let him go. 



Haley

Raheem’s voice startled me. I hadn’t heard him come in. “Hey Haley,” he said. Not 
“baby”, or “boo”, but “Haley”. I remembered Tory’s confession. “I see they took the 
hoodie. Was that your brother?” He smiled. “You always told me he didn’t like 
boyfriends.” 

It wasn’t him, I thought. Winnie took it home to wash it. She forgot to bring it back. 
“I guess Tory talked to you, huh?” He said, pulling up a stool and sitting down beside 

the bed. 
Yeah. 
“I wish she’d have let me explain first.” 
Raheem, you don’t have to- 
“I love you, Haley,” he said, interrupting my thought. “I’ve had a thing for you since 

that mixer freshman year.” He looked up at the ceiling while he talked. “You were 
wearing that Mario princess shirt and a pair of white high-tops. ‘High-tops, really?’ I 
thought. But you brought it home, Haley. ‘That girl’s on point,’ I told somebody. I don’t 
remember who.” 

I couldn’t picture that night. I hadn’t noticed Raheem till he asked me out after a 
basketball game. I was sad that I didn’t have that part of our story in my memory. 

His fingers found the grooves between mine. “I miss you, Haley. I really do love you. 
This thing with Tory—I mean, like she said, it’s because we both love you so much, and 
it’s been so hard without you. That’s how things started, at least. I would wait for you,” 
he paused, licking his lips, “if I knew you were coming back. Dammit. I hate to say it, 
Haley, but the doctors, the nurses, they say it’s over—that you’re not even there 
anymore.” 

I’m here, Raheem. 
“I just can’t see you like this. It’s tearing me up every time I do. I just think ‘I 

should’ve been there. I should’ve found you,’ but there’s nothing I can do.” I don’t know 
if he was crying, but his voice broke. “We didn’t plan this. She just needed somebody. I-I 
needed somebody too, Haley. I’m so sorry. Shit, I don’t know what to say. I can’t leave 
you like this and just go on living. I can’t be happy when you’re lyin’ here. I don’t even 
know if you are here.” He wiped his hands over his face and sniffed. 

Raheem, I thought, trying to touch him while he laid his forehead on my arm. 
Raheem, it’s okay. I’m not angry. Just let me go. I want you to be happy. I want you both 
to be happy. I laid there, remembering us, saying goodbye, feeling his touch one last time. 



Shirley

Aunt Winnie whisked the eggs over the sink. It was Sunday, and she wasn’t at Mass. 
“You had another of those nightmares last night, Shirley.” 

“I did?” I took a sip of scalding hot, bitter coffee. “I don’t remember.” 
“Yes, you most certainly did. Almost woke up the neighborhood with your shouting.” 

She put the eggs on the stove, turning her back to me. “Who’s Nick?” 
“Nick?” 
“Yes, Nick. You were yelling for him and giving him some kind of phone number. 

You told him to eat the pig’s worms, because the fireworks were starting soon.” 
“Jeez, that’s one weird dream,” I said, trying to play it off. 
“‘Don’t break it. Don’t break it,’ you said. Then you started screaming yourself deaf.” 

She turned around with the skillet in hand. Her brown eyes were warm, but serious. 
“What’s going on, Shirley? I think it’s time you told me.” She slid most of the eggs onto 
my plate, a few onto hers, and dropped the rest into Shamis’ bowl beside the table. Ever 
since the first night, the dog hadn’t come near me. He looked at me like I was somebody 
he should know, but he wasn’t sure. 

“You’re not eating?” I asked, trying to evade her question. 
“Oh, I’m eating,” she said, laying the skillet back on the stove and opening the fridge 

for a pack of carrots and some tomato juice. 
“I wouldn’t really call that eating,” I smiled. 
“And I wouldn’t really call that an answer to my question,” she said as she sat down 

across the table from me. 
Shamis lapped up the eggs in his bowl. 
“Is it because of your heart?” I asked, still ignoring the question. 
She nodded, the fire in her eyes fading a little bit. “The doctor says I need to watch 

my fats, cholesterol, and sodium until the surgery.” 
“When’s that gonna be?” 
“I wanted to wait until Haley woke up, but he says that if I do it now, I’ll have time to 

recover before I have to take care of her.” She looked down at the table, curly brown hair 
falling across her face. “They don’t sound very optimistic, Shirley.” 

“‘Bout her or you?” 
“About Haley. They say that every day that goes by, she’s less likely to wake up. Even 

if she does, by now, she’ll probably be crippled and brain damaged.” She sniffed and sat 
up straight, taking a bite out of a carrot stick. 

“Bullshit,” I said, but I didn’t believe she’d be waking up either. 
Winnie didn’t even mind the language. She just went on eating that carrot, staring 

over my shoulder into space. 
“They don’t know what they’re talking about,” I said. “Doctor’s are all science, you 

know? They’ve got to be negative just so they don’t get sued.” I reached across the table 



and touched her hand, bringing her eyes back to me. “You gotta have faith, right?” I tried 
to muster up a smile, but it was hard selling a line like that when I didn’t have any 
myself. 

After a minute, she said, “You’re right, Shirley,” her voice kinda hollow. Her eyes 
focused in on mine as she said, “But I want you to see someone.” 

“Who? A shrink?” I sat back in the chair. 
“A shrink, a priest, call your old chaplain, I don’t care. You disappear for months, then 

come back blaming yourself for what happened to Haley. You knock on my door at three 
in the morning, dripping wet, then start screaming in your sleep. If you won’t talk to me, 
fine. But, Shirley, you have to talk to somebody.” 

“Okay, okay,” I said, knowing that she was right—more right than she knew—but not 
wanting to admit it. “I’ll talk to somebody, you schedule that surgery. That way we’re 
both right when Haley wakes up. Deal?” 

Winnie took a sip of tomato juice. “You drive a hard bargain, Mr. O’Shea,” she said 
with a smile. “It’s a deal.” She stood up and kissed me on the cheek as she went to clean 
up. 



Haley

“Oh my God, Haley, I need to talk to you,” Kelly Singh said, closing the door. “I have 
been bottling this up all day long. I don’t know what to do.” Her shoes squeaked over to 
the bed, the air on my right getting just a little bit warmer as she stood beside me to 
change my fluids. “It’s too tragic,” she said. “My mother and father are going to be here 
in five days and eight hours, and I still haven’t told Scott. He’s been so sweet lately, I 
can’t bear to break his heart. But break his heart I must…right?” 

Take a breath, Kelly, I thought. 
“I just don’t know. They’ll never give us their blessing, Ma and Baba. First of all, he’s 

not Indian. Second, he’s not an upstanding young banker or a surgeon, even. He’s just a 
reporter!” She slumped down over my knee. “And…it’s worse…oh, it’s so much worse.” 
She threw her head forward with a groan. “…Because,” her voice was muffled as she 
talked into my kneecap under the blankets, “Haley, I’m pregnant. I found out this 
morning. At first I didn’t believe it, but after the seventh pregnancy test, it was hard to 
deny it. Haley, I’m a dead woman. My parents will kill me. That might be a slight 
exaggeration,” she said as she lifted her face off the bed, “but I am not joking when I say 
that they will disown me. Just think of how much shame it will bring to them when I tell 
them.” 

I’m sure they’ll unders- 
“What’s worse is the that they are coming all the way over here to see the life that 

they have sacrificed so much to give me.” She was starting to cry. “And I will look into 
their eyes and tell them I am pregnant with the baby of my non-Indian, poor, left-handed, 
journalist boyfriend…I can’t bear it. That will be the last time that I see them, and the 
looks on their faces, I will them to my grave.” She sniffed. “I know. I know. I have to tell 
Scott first. It’s his baby as much as mine, and it wouldn’t be right to make any rash 
decisions without him.” She wiped her nose. “Thank you, Haley. You always help me 
know what to do,” she said as she pushed herself up to her feet and walked out of the 
room, her sneakers squeaking down the hallway. 

__ 

The linoleum floor made that sticky crackle sound as someone else came in a little bit 
later. They walked up to the bed. I heard a gulp and then the scrape of a cap twisting onto 
a glass bottle. I thought it might be Shirley. He hadn’t come back since he left me with 
Beanna that morning. “Good tidings, Haley,” the voice said. I recognized it immediately
—the way the air got caught on some words in his throat. It was the nurse with the 
inhaler. 

Nixon, I thought. 
“I figured out what I was doing wrong. Why things were so gaumed up with your 

treatment.” He tugged at the IV line leading into my wrist. “It was durn foolish of me, 



really. Should’a known better. You probably already figured it out and would’a told me if 
you could speak…I sure wish I could hear your voice.” His cold fingers rested on my 
arm. “I wasted so much time…and all that mess on my clothes.” He laughed. 

What are you talking about? My heart started to thump harder, beating my chest sore. 
The monitor must have showed it, because he stopped talking. 

“But now we’re on track, aren’t we?” He made a “hmmm” sound that almost seemed 
like a song. “I don’t care about the shirts, Haley. I’d burn my whole closet and the house 
down around it,” he said, smiling. “I’d walk naked as a jaybird in the city streets—go 
ring that liberty bell—if you’d just go on and wake up to me.” 

This is wrong. Is this a dream? I thought—I prayed. I wanted to scream, to call for 
someone. Damnit, Haley, wakeup! No, this has to be a dream. I’m going to open my eyes 
and see Leon standing beside me, that knife in one hand and an inhaler in the other. It’s a 
dream. It’s just a- 

“It ain’t gonna be long, now, Haley,” he said, “now that I done figured it out.” He 
massaged my feet, his fingers, bony and piercing through the sheet. “It ain’t about how 
close they look to you. It’s about how close they are to you.” He kissed my feet and 
started walking towards the door. Before it opened, he said, “I was fixin’ to go fishing 
tomorrow, Haley. I’ll be back as soon as I can…How about that nurse, Rosie? You reckon 
she’s the fishing kind?” 



Shirley

I walked into Haley’s room just as the cleaning lady was leaving. 
She’d left the TV on above the couch and the credits were rolling on some sitcom. 

“Hey Haley,” I said, walking close to her bed. “Sorry I didn’t come back yesterday.” I 
stood there beside her and looked at her for a while. The scar on her forehead was still 
pink and raised, but it was healing. Her blonde hair laid around her face like that painting 
of a girl floating in the water; I never knew if the girl was dead or just resting. I guess I 
was thinking the same thing about my sister. 

“I got lost over in Philly,” I said, looking down at her. “That’s not right,” I shook my 
head. “I think I’m coming apart, Haley. I’m fucked up in the head. I don’t know if I’ve 
ever been right.” I tried to touch her hand, but I couldn’t make myself do it. “Maybe I’m 
like dad, you know. Maybe I’ve got some of that poison in me. I’ve been trying to hold it 
together, Haley. I’ve been trying so fucking hard for so fucking long, but no matter what I 
do, somebody gets hurt.” My gut was churning. “Maybe it would be better if I just went 
away, huh? For good this time.” I gritted my teeth and bent down and kissed her on the 
cheek. “I love you, Haley. I hope you’re somewhere happy. Say ‘hi’ to mom for me. 
When you see her, tell her ‘I’m sorry I couldn’t make it’.” 

I turned to leave just as the news flashed on. “Startling developments as the FBI is 
now calling last week’s mass poisoning at a local McDonalds an ‘act of terrorism’. The 
incident which claimed the lives of over three-hundred people has been labeled ‘the first 
chemical warfare attack on American soil’. Investigators now believe that Patricia Anne 
Gonzalez, among those killed in the attack, intentionally laced that morning’s supply of 
flour with tetra-methylene-disulfo-tetramine or TETS, an odorless, tasteless, and highly 
lethal neurotoxin used as a rat poison in China. TETS is banned in America, so the 
question is ‘where did Gonzalez get such a large quantity of it?’ While Gonzalez does not 
seem to have any connection to traditional terrorist organizations, the FBI is looking 
towards Mexican cartels. More on this story in a minute.” 

“Oh fuck,” I said, my stomach dropping two floors, “kid was right.” I pulled the 
crumpled up menu out of my jacket pocket and un-wadded it. Patricia Anne Gonzalez, 
third from the bottom. My other hand shook the box of matches I’d kept from the kid. I 
looked at the cover. Habibti. 6031 Torresdale Avenue, Philadelphia, PA. 19135. Wherever 
I was planning on going before that, I knew I had a stop to make first. 



Haley

Shirley pushed out the door into the lobby while I screamed at him to come back. My 
thoughts were flying wild, making ridiculous connections, but I knew something was 
wrong. Something was wrong with him, with Nixon. The women on the news. They all 
look like me. What was that he said? “It ain’t about how close they look to you. It’s about 
how close they are to you.” Oh my God. Rosie! Oh, no, no, no, no. Why is he doing this? 
Why me? I tried to clench my fist, to curl my toes, to open my eyelids, move my tongue, 
anything! 

Amy came in. That meant it was Monday. She checked me over, cleaned the PEG 
tube that passed into my stomach, and changed my feedbag. 

Amy! Amy! I yelled. Where’s Rosie? He’s got her. He’s going to kill her! 
She laughed to herself, “You’re really moving in there, aren’t you?” 
I am? 
“Wait till your daddy hears about this,” she laughed again.  
No. The baby. 
“I want you to kick him real hard, okay?” she said. 
Amy, you have to- 
“Goodmorning, Mommy,” a voice came from the door. It can’t be, I thought when I 

recognized it and the smell of her perfume: vanilla and rose. It was Rosie. 
But- I must have dreamed it. 
“She’s kicking,” Amy said, smiling. 
“She?” Rosie was excited. 
But it was so-it was so real. 
“Uh huh. Got a feeling. Wanna meet her?” 
“Yeah,” Rosie said. 
Whatever. I have to wake up. I need to see her, to tell her just in case. 
“Oh wow!” Rosie said. “She’s a feisty one.” 
“Gets it from her momma, I guess,” Amy sounded embarrassed, but proud at the same 

time. 
Come on, Haley. This isn’t about you anymore. You’ve got to get up. 
“Well, I know what I’m gonna get her for a baby gift,” Rosie said. 
“What’s that?” 
Come on, dammit! 
“A pair of soccer cleats,” Rosie laughed. 
“Oh, that would be so cute,” Amy joined in.  
“And a little uniform?” 
“Yes, yes, please! I would love it! Emilio would too. I’ve got to ask him what his 

favorite team is. I never pay attention when he’s watching the game.” 
They started to walk away. 



No, please. Don’t go. Rosie, don’t- 
The door shut, but I heard a sigh from someone still in the room. 
“There you are,” I heard a man’s voice say as the door opened again. 
“Bill, not now.” It was Rosie. 
“Look, you didn’t give me a chance to explain.” 
“I don’t need to. I’m not going to be your woman on the side anymore.” 
“I’m leaving her,” he almost shouted. 
“That’s what you’ve been saying for months, Bill.” 
Rosie, my mind called out to her. 
“Just give me some time. I-it’s a tricky situation. She’s got me by the balls with this 

whole divorce-settlement thing,” he said. 
“Bill, when I met you, you told me you and your wife were separated. When I came 

by your place last week, her underwear were on your towel rack. That doesn’t look like 
you’re ‘drifting apart’, as you put it.” 

“Look, just give me this week. I’ll settle it,” Bill said. “I’ve got the time-share for the 
weekend. We can call in sick—play hooky.” 

“Don’t touch me,” Rosie said. 
“Baby wh-“ 
“Don’t you have somewhere else to be?” 
“Actually, no,” Bill said. “The girl’s aunt is coming in for a consultation. I thought I’d 

just meet her in the room.” 
“Well I’ve got my rounds to make,” Rosie said, “Excuse me.” 
Oh God, no. Rosie, I thought. Please just let it have been a dream. 



Shirley

The man with the mustache and wiry, receding hair stood across the street barking 
orders at a couple guys unloading a delivery truck. 

I watched him from the front window of an international supermarket, pretending I 
was trying to pick out a movie from the kiosk against the wall. The sign on the building 
behind him read Habibti in a slanting script with arabic writing underneath and the words 
Halal Food printed on the bottom right side. It was a dirty sign, faded in the sunlight. 
This guy had been around the neighborhood for a while—Habash Al Bayati, Amal’s 
uncle. I wondered how far back his relationship with Isaac went, and what kind of 
operation would bring those two together. Isaac had said that I would be surprised how 
well-connected he was. I had expected the Irish mob or the Westies to be running his 
stateside operations. This was different. 

The delivery van packed up. Bayati handed the two guys a twenty and went back 
inside. A few minutes later, Amal stepped outside, carrying a package. I slipped out the 
side exit and followed him. He took the fifty-six up to Erie and Kensington, then caught 
the rail over to Somerset. I shadowed him, keeping him in eyesight, but far enough not to 
draw suspicion. From Somerset, he hopped on the fifty-four and got off at Leghigh 
Avenue. He stepped into a whole-foods sandwich bar and dropped off the package at the 
counter, took some money for it, and left. On the bus back, I grabbed the seat behind him. 
A few minutes after our bus rolled away from the stop, a white, folded piece of paper 
dropped under his seat. Using the toe of his Converse All-Stars, he slid it back to me. 
East Fisher’s Lane Bridge over Frankford Creek at 6 PM, it said, Under the bridge. I got 
off at the next stop and made my way, slowly, through the city.  

__ 

It’s a good thing I’d had time. Fisher’s Lane was a bitch to find. I came down Adams 
and turned onto Ramona Avenue, which took me through Oakland Cemetery. Worn, grey 
headstones stretched out in rows to my right through kept fields of brown, patchy grass. 
On my left, the slabs of granite and marble were scattered like a kid’s block set. The vines 
on that side climbed the wrought-iron fence and wrapped themselves around the trunks of 
trees that were just starting to change colors with the weather. This fits, I thought. 
Whatever the hell I’m about to walk into, I’m not walking away from alive. There was an 
old, black groundskeeper raking up some leaves that had fallen over a very small 
headstone.  

“Excuse me,” I called over the spikes of the fence. 
The groundskeeper looked up in a daze. 
“I’m trying to find Fisher’s Lane and Frankford Creek,” I said. 



He leaned on his rake with both hands, his eyes yellow and watery under a blue cap. 
Then he pointed down the way I was headed and said, “Just keep on going the way 
you’re going. There’s a fork and a chain link fence on the right. Should be open.” 

“Thanks,” I said. 
“Uh huh.” He went back to raking. 
I thought about asking him if he knew of any nice plots available, preferably on the 

right side and in a warm sunny patch. Closed casket, I almost said out loud as I walked 
along the wrought-iron fence, their spikes at my eye level. Marianne burned to death. My 
pa’s body was never found. Mom went through our car’s windshield, and Dad wound up 
on the dashboard of another. And now me. O’Sheas don’t leave pretty corpses. 

The kid couldn’t have picked a more out-of-the-way spot for a meeting. I walked 
through the chain-link fence and onto Fisher’s Lane, and the world disappeared. Trees 
lined the road with a wide golf course on the left side behind them and a dense patch of 
woods on my right. I saw the bridge ahead of me as I heard the trickle of water running 
under it. Graffiti covered every inch of it and the knee-high stone wall on either side of it 
with markings like “C+M” and “Eva loves Korn”. At the top of that wall were upturned 
stones looking like the teeth of a hobo-prizefighter. I dropped down the small 
embankment and onto a dusty patch of ground that Frankford Creek curved around as it 
went under the bridge. 

__ 

I waited till almost eight. When Amal didn’t show, I decided he’d changed his mind 
and started to head back to the hospital. He dropped down the embankment just as I 
began walking out from under the bridge. 

“Took your time getting here,” I said. 
He shrugged, glancing away. “What do you want?” 
“You were right,” I said, uncrumpling the menu I still had in my pocket. “Patricia 

Anne Gonzalez—she poisoned that McDonalds.” 
“Oh God,” he said, the color leaving his face. “I knew it, but…Oh, God.” 
“How do you find them?” I asked. 
“My uncle gives me their home address. I follow them from there—two days, and 

then I tell him their routines.” 
“Does he meet them? Blackmail? What’s he doing to make them do this?” I looked 

outside. The sun had started to set. The air was cold and damp now in the tunnel, and 
something about the place made me want to get out of there before it got any later.  

“I don’t know, but, each time, they have died one week later.” Amal sniffed. His eyes 
were watery. He hadn’t worn a jacket this time, and he was holding his skinny arms close 
to his sides. 

“This last one: Miriam Al-Hamsi. Who is she?” 
“A high-school student. Daycare worker,” he said. 



“And this one? Edward Higgs.” 
“A pharmacist.” 
“Which did you get last?” 
“The pharmacist.” 
“Okay, so this Miriam girl then. Where is she?” 
“Ohio. She works at Daisydale Daycare in Akron.” 
“How long ago did you see her?” 
“Six days.” 
“Shit,” I said, crumpling the paper again. “Okay, I got this. You go to Bayati. Pretend 

like everything’s normal. Come back here tomorrow night, same time. If I don’t show, go 
to the cops.” I jogged out and scrambled up the embankment.  

In my mind, I saw that greasy-looking cat clock from The Peking Duck. Its eyes were 
ticking with its tail, taunting me as it ran down the minutes. You’ll never save them, it 
said. 

“Fuck you, cat,” I said back. 



Miriam

Miriam Al Hamsi walked towards Daisydale Christian Daycare with her backpack 
and a cherry-flavored Charms Blow-Pop in her mouth. The squat building sat nestled into 
tall pencil pines that swayed in the crisp breeze. Doris Goshart, a woman built like a 
Coke can and twice Miriam’s age, was holding the door open for her. "Hey there, 
stranger," Doris grinned. 

"Doris," Miriam said, stepping past the woman into the sunbeam, lilac, and strawberry 
themed reception area. Behind the counter, toddlers squealed and wobbled from one play-
station to the next. Plastic hammers pounded plastic pegs into plastic boards. Six different 
songs warbled from six different musical toys. Blending into the cacophony was the cry 
of one little blonde girl whose block-castle had been summarily demolished by a four-
foot Godzilla named Paul. Sweat broke out under Miriam’s eyes as she watched the 
children playing ahead of her. Her shoulder's ached under the straps of her backpack. 

"Morning, Miriam!” shouted one of the other young women trying to wrangle a curly-
haired little princess who had torn off the head of another girl’s Barbie. 

Miriam smiled. It was a weak, absent-minded smile that looked more like a grimace 
than anything else. She walked down the hallway, past Bible verses like, “Matthew 
19:14: Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of 
heaven belongs to such as these.” She walked into the back room reserved for daycare 
staff lockers. 

Miriam and her family had moved up from Florida two years ago following her dad’s 
promotion in the insurance company. With dark, middle-eastern skin, black hair, and deep 
brown eyes, she didn’t quite feel that she belonged in the mostly-white, upper-middle-
class, suburban community. She had made an effort, though, joining the drama team in 
school and attending the youth group at Daisydale Baptist. It was the youth pastor’s wife, 
Jane, who had invited Miriam to work at the church’s daycare, seeing that Miriam had an 
unusual gift with children. Her patience seemed limitless, her voice always sweet, and the 
most riotous two year old could not help but be transfixed when she spoke their name, 
knelt down to their level, and looked into their eyes. She had a gift, that was sure. On this 
day, though, she came bearing another gift. 

She took the backpack off. Her arms sagged with the weight of it in her hands. She 
lifted it and placed it in her locker, then closed it and spun the combination lock.  

Outside the toddler room, Miriam slid her feet out of her shoes and set them in a 
cubby.  

That’s when the door burst open behind her and a man in a grey jacket yelled into the 
building, “Miriam Al Hamsi!”  

She didn’t turn around.  
He barged in. “Miriam!” 



Doris came out of the break room down the hall and walked, leaning into her strides, 
to intercept him. “Excuse me!” She matched his volume as she charged up the hallway. 

He grabbed Miriam by the shoulder and spun her to face him. “Miriam,” he said, 
looking into her face, “what did you do?” 

She matched her eyes to his, but didn’t respond. 
Doris arrived. “Get your hands off her! Who are you?” she demanded. 
“Everybody out of the building now!” the man shouted past her. He hadn’t let go of 

Miriam’s shoulder. 
Toddlers screamed, the women joining them. 
“Debra, get Phil and call the police!” Doris yelled to one of the older ladies in the 

nursery, then looked sharply at the man, pointing her finger. “Now you listen to me, 
mister. You take your hand-” she swiped her hand at his, which was still holding onto 
Miriam’s cardigan. He was fast, though, and caught her wrist in the air. 

“Listen, lady,” he said, his blue-grey eyes locking onto hers, “everybody in this 
building is going to die—all those screaming kids in there—unless you get them the fuck 
out of here.” 

Doris’ eyes grew wide with comprehension. This man was either giving her a warning 
or a threat. Either way, she had to get the children to safety. 

Phil, the fifty-three year old security guard for the church came around the corner at 
that moment. Seeing the man, a rough-looking type, with one hand gripping the shoulder 
of young Miriam and the other hand on Doris’ wrist, he immediately went for his gun. 

Shirley let go of Miriam and twisted Doris’ arm downwards. She stumbled forwards, 
turning to face Phil, whose fingers had just closed on the handle of his gun. Shirley’s foot 
found the middle of Doris’ back and pushed her forward. She stumbled into Phil, bowling 
him over and sending both of them sprawling to the ground. At that point, Shirley looked 
back just in time to see Miriam slam the door to the staff room. 

“Damn it,” he shouted, causing Debra, who stood, pale-faced and clutching two 
babies no older than one to her chest, to flinch. 

Doris and Phil groaned on the floor, trying to push off each other to get to their feet. 
Shirley reached down and plucked Phil’s gun from his holster. “Okay,” he said, “let’s try 
this again. Get…the fuck…out!” he shouted, holding the gun up towards the roof. 

Chaos broke. One of the women sprinted for the door, nearly trampling a three year 
old on her way. Children screamed into the hall, other workers grabing as many of their 
hands as they could.  

“Debra, right?” Shirley said, tucking the gun into his pocket and looking at the ashen-
faced woman who still hadn’t moved.  

She nodded, whimpering.  
“I’m not joking. Something bad is going to happen, and you’ve got to get these kids 

out of here.”  



Her senses came back to her, and she nodded again, this time more vigorously, tucked 
her shoulders forward, and headed for the door. 

Shirley reached down and threw his arms around four toddlers, who shrieked and 
squirmed against him as he charged through the open doorway. “Come on,” he yelled 
back to the rest of the workers, who were screaming for him to let the children go. He set 
the kids down in the parking lot with Debra and told her to get them behind the set of 
church vans that sat a few spaces away. He turned around to see Doris herding seven 
more children through the doors, holding her back. She glanced up at him warily as he 
passed. 

Inside, Phil was on his hands and knees. “Get the kids out,” Shirley said, pulling him 
to his feet. Phil grunted something but Shirley had already ducked into the nursery. He 
raced outside with as many infants as he could carry, offloaded them into the arms of the 
waiting workers, and ran back inside just as the first police cruiser pulled up. The 
building was empty. Shirley looked to his right at the back door of the building and 
started towards it. As he passed the staff room, though, he heard someone crying—a 
child. Shirley followed the sound down the hallway to the break room. It came from 
inside a cabinet under the sink. Shirley opened the door. A little boy, whose eyes were 
flooded with tears, sat, holding his hands on either side of his head. 

“Hey there,” Shirley said softly, reaching in to get ahold of the boy. “I got ya.” 
The child screamed and tried to crawl back deeper into the cabinet.  
Shirley grabbed ahold of his ankle and pulled him out. “I don’t have time for this, 

kid,” he said, stepping into the hallway with the child in his arms. Police lights flickered 
from the front entrance to his left. Shirley looked to the right. There was a door, but it 
was locked. Thankfully, it was made of glass and shattered as Shirley put the heel of his 
boot through it. A moment later, a loud crack came from the staff room. Fire tore the door 
off its hinges. The concussive blast lifted the roof and sent shards of brick rocketing 
through the building. In seconds, the entire structure was engulfed in flame. 



Haley

The door closed and someone breathed, the air whistling just a little, like a breeze 
through a wind-chime. The floor crackled with footsteps as the person came closer. I felt 
a sharp fingertip on the sole of my foot. Then a hand grazed my knee, making its way up 
my thigh. The person bent close, their hot breath on my ear. "Hello sweetling," he said. 

My eyes sprang open, and Leon was leaning over my face, smiling.  
"Let's have us a bit o’ craic, shall we?" he said, lifting up the sheet and sliding his 

hand under it. 
No! No! 
The door closed again, and the smell of my mom’s potroast filled the room. I was 

dreaming, I thought. Leon, Nixon—they’re both the same dream. 
A hand touched my foot. 
No, not again, I prayed. I can’t keep having this same dream. 
“I’ve missed you, Haley,” a voice said. It wasn’t Nixon. It wasn’t Leon. It was 

Winnie. 
In my mind, I felt some of that tension let go. Some thought back there, though, knew 

that this was just a dream too and that at any moment Leon would tear off the mask of my 
aunt and pin me to the bed, his beard pricking me as he kissed and licked my body. 

“I miss you now,” Aunt Winnie said; then she was quiet for a long time. She ate. Her 
spoon dipped into the Tupperware bowl, then lifted to her lips, where she blew on it 
before it tinked off her teeth as she closed her mouth around it. She didn’t slurp once. I’m 
a horrible slurper. I guess it’s because I don’t give eating enough time. I always have—
had—too many things to do to bother with sitting down and mastering table manners. 
Winnie, though—she’s perfect. 

“I thought your brother might be here,” she said, putting the spoon down into the 
bowl. 

Why? I thought. When has he ever been here when it mattered, Aunt Winnie? 
“I worry about him.” 
Him? What about me? What about you? I heard you talking to the doctor. Why didn’t 

you tell me about your heart? 
“He’s still into something. He showed up two days ago at three in the morning, 

soaking wet and smelling like cigarette smoke. When did he start smoking?” 
I had thought it was strange too, the way that he smelled like cigarettes. 
“I don’t remember him ever touching the things,” Aunt Winnie said. “Your mom and I 

smoked as teenagers. I stopped after I graduated, but she didn’t. That was before they got 
serious about the warnings. I told her that one day they’d make the things illegal, because 
breathing in all that tar had to be bad for you. She just waved me off and told me that life 
was too short for warnings. Shirley never smoked before, though, did he?” 



I remembered back to when he was in high school. There were a few times I’d caught 
him fumbling with a pack of cigarettes when he got home from school, trying to hide 
them under his mattress or in his shoes. I think he just did it to fit in, though. I never saw 
them on him after he joined the army, even after he came back from jail. 

“I asked him about what happened,” Winnie said, taking another bite. She chewed the 
roast her twenty one times, then swallowed. “I would have waited till you woke up, but 
he was screaming in his sleep the night before. He’s been having nightmares.” 

I knew that. I hadn’t been sure whether I dreamed those times or not, but I’d heard 
Shirley moaning things and shouting. Sometimes I’d hear the couch shift and footsteps 
would pace around the room. I just thought I was imagining them. 

“Whatever happened to you, Haley, however he was involved, I think it’s killing him. 
He can’t just sit here and watch you…watch you die,” she said, the words trailing out at 
the end. “He feels guilty, and it’s eating him from the inside like acid.” 

I didn’t need Winnie to tell me any of that. It was Shirley’s fault, and I was glad he 
was paying for it. I hoped he would suffer for the rest of his life. 

“Haley,” Aunt Winnie breathed, “when your mom died, I wanted to kill your father. 
For weeks I tried to figure out how I could do that without getting caught, because I knew 
that your grandparents would need help with you and Shirley.” 

Winnie? I thought, not being able to imagine her planning to murder my dad. 
“You and Shirley were the only good thing he ever gave your mom. Everything else 

was heartache. But she loved him, and nothing I said ever changed her mind. When he 
beat Shirley and hit your mom, I wanted to call the cops, but she defended him every 
time. She said he was just sick, and she said the wrong thing on a bad day.” Aunt Winnie 
put her bowl on the table beside the bed. “Sure, there were some good times, but the man 
wasn’t worth it. I knew that from the beginning.” Her finger touched the scar on my 
forehead. The nerves were so sensitive that it felt like a jolt of electricity.  

“So when I heard that she’d died and he hadn’t, I hated him even more. I wouldn’t see 
him. I wouldn’t talk to him. I just wanted him to die, but I wanted him to suffer first. I 
had a boyfriend, you know?” Her voice went distant for a second. “Very serious. He 
would have married me.” She lifted my head and tucked my pillow down under my 
shoulders. “Then your father died, and I realized how much of my life I had spent hating 
him. It seemed like such a waste,” she said, brushing the hair off my forehead with her 
fingertips.  

“My heart had become so full of hate for that man. All I wanted was justice—revenge, 
I guess. It wasn’t right that Nora had died and he had lived. But that thought was eating 
up my heart like a cancer. It made me a bitter person. That’s why Tony left me.” Winnie 
sighed, twirled a lock of my hair around her finger. “He told me he was sorry that Nora 
died, but that so many good days had come and gone since then, and I was still fighting to 
keep my anger and my pain. ‘You’re like a balloon that life keeps trying to blow up, 
Winnie,’ he told me, ‘but whenever it does, you go throw yourself on a cactus’.” She 



laughed a little. “I always thought that was funny. He had a way with words.” She sighed. 
“Tony said he wanted a family, and he knew I’d be a good mother, but he couldn’t raise 
children with someone like the person I was choosing to be. I told him to go fuck 
himself.” 

There was a long moment before she spoke again. “Shirley was okay, actually, when 
he got out of jail,” she said. “He was better than he’d been in a long time. He’d let go and 
decided to start something new. But now…I haven’t seen him like he is now since he first 
got discharged from the army.” There was a long pause; then she said, “Sometimes, 
Haley, if you hold on to something long enough, it gets ahold of you. Then, when you 
want to let it go, you can’t.” 



Shirley

I’d kept the car too long.  
After I’d broken the back door, I’d left the little boy in the church behind the daycare 

and run towards the woods that skirted the lot. Knowing that I might need a quick 
getaway, I had parked Winnie’s car in the neighborhood on the other side of that little 
forest.  

“Shit,” I said about forty-two times as I started the car and drove, carefully, out of the 
subdivision, back towards Philly. My heart pounded, and I checked the rearview mirror 
every three minutes all the way from Akron to Harrisburg. When I got that far, I figured I 
was safe, at least for the moment. Driving under the speed-limit, I didn’t get back to 
Winnie’s place till three. I was late meeting Amal. 

“I saw on the news,” he said as I huffed down the embankment. He was pacing, arms 
crossed, wearing a Phillies cap, Star Wars T-shirt, jacket, and jeans. 

Fuckin’ kid, I thought again. I had been listening to reports on the radio, but they 
didn’t have the story yet. “Yeah, you were right,” I said. 

“Did you find her? Miriam?” 
My gut twisted. I remembered her eyes, blank, staring right through me, then the 

moment that she’d gotten away and run back towards that closet. Her face had been 
terrified as she’d shut the door, locking herself in there with the explosive. She hadn’t 
been afraid of the bomb, though. She’d been afraid of me.  

Amal saw the look on my face. “Do you know why?” 
“No.” I shook my head. I was seeing sparks here and there and my ear was still 

ringing. 
“They’re searching for you,” he said quietly. 
I looked through the sparks to meet his eyes. “You saw me?” I heard a siren in the 

distance and turned to stare out from under the bridge. 
“No,” Amal said. “The daycare workers gave them your description. It wasn’t much: 

six foot, white, short red-blonde hair, muscular. A small scar on the cheek, another on the 
jaw, another on the scalp, blue-grey eyes, and possibly a prison or military background. 
The police think you might have done it.” The siren faded off into the distance. 

“Figures,” I said. “You try to help somebody, it just bites you in the ass. They have 
my name yet?” 

“No. Not the last time I checked. I think my uncle knows.” 
“Then you shouldn’t be here,” I said. 
He shrank back, that realization hitting him. “But what about the list?” 
“I’ll take care of it. Who’s next?” 
“This one. The pharmacist. He’s the last, for now,” Amal pointed to the bottom of the 

list. He held out a photo of the guy. He was young, somewhere in his twenties. Thin, 
brown hair, weak chin, green eyes. I took the photo. 



“His name is Edward Higgs. He works at St. Francis in Trenton.” 
“Son of a bitch,” I said, looking up at Amal, feeling like someone had just pulled my 

eyelids back into my skull.  
I grabbed his hat, turned, and ran out of the tunnel, leaving Amal with his mouth 

hanging open. I had thought things couldn’t get any worse—that my family had fallen 
through the floor—but it turned out that the whole house was sitting on a sinkhole. 



Haley

“Alright Peaches,” Beth said, her breath smelling like a watermelon Jolly Rancher. 
She was the only person I knew who still ate those things. “I know you’ve been asking, 
so here’s the dish.” 

I was having trouble concentrating. I’d felt better inside, ever since Raheem talked 
with me. I was sure that I must have been dreaming Nixon up. Sue hadn’t come back to 
work for a week now. I was worried about her, but Rosie had been in that morning, so I 
knew that I’d dreamed those conversations. He said he was going to take Rosie, and he 
hadn’t. He wasn’t real. And I felt better—forgiving Tory and Raheem. It was a weight off 
me. I’d even thought about forgiving Shirley. That wasn’t why I couldn’t concentrate, 
though. I was having a weird tingle in my left thumb. It had started the night before. I 
could have sworn that I’d felt it move. 

“…And the new girl,” Beth said. “Real quiet, good student, kind of a nerd. 
Buuuuuut-“ 

I tried to tune in. 
“I’ve heard of cosplayers, Haley, but I’ve never actually met one,” she said. “They’re 

weird.” 
I wanted to laugh. 
“Her name’s Lindy. She mentioned cosplay when we interviewed her for-,” she 

hesitated, “for your apartment. Sorry about that, by the way. We needed the rent, and 
you’ve got these sweet digs here anyway.” 

Bitch, I said, imagining myself laughing at her and giving her a shove. 
“Yeah, I know. That was a bitch thing to say,” she confessed, reading my mind. “But 

anyway—I didn’t think anything of the whole cosplay thing when she mentioned it. I 
thought that meant she read Captain America and wore Wonder Woman undees to bed. I 
thought, ‘hey, this’ll be fun. A little culture.’ Haley, I couldn’t have been more wrong. 
Last Thursday she came home wearing wings. I don’t mean cute little cupid wings. I 
mean fourteen-foot wingspan,” she said as she started laughing. “Oh my God, I literally 
thought the rapture was happening when she walked into the living room.” Beth couldn’t 
contain it. She snorted, and I laughed with her. “I almost peed my pants. So anyway,” she 
tried to continue, but got caught up laughing again.  

I imagined her holding her hand up to her face, which would be all red from the 
laughing, eyes squeezed shut and shoulders bouncing.  

 “Oh, Haley, I wish you could have seen her. Anyway, so Tory, me, and Diane snuck 
into her room-“ 

My room, I thought. 
“-While she was at class and opened up her closet.” 
My closet. 



“Okay, yes, second bitchy confession, but, Haley,” she lost it again, “Haley, this was 
like the batcave of freakytown. She’s got ninja costumes and princess dresses, a real 
samurai sword—I was kinda scared, I’m not gonna lie—a bullwhip! And some pretty 
kinky shit too: like naughty school-girl, snow white, catwoman, Princess Leia. I found a 
bikini made of chain-mail and a red wig, and I thought that was slutty. Then Tory turns 
around holding a latex bodysuit with octopus tentacles. 

“Eeeeewww,” we said together. 
“Yeah, I know,” she said. “Chris told me to bring one over to his place. By the way, 

we’re back together again. I can’t stay away, can I? Speaking of which,” her tone rose, “I 
think I met a secret admirer of yours the other day.” She paused, like I could actually 
respond. “I went to Sal’s to say ‘hi’. He said “hello” by the way. Said,” she imitated Sal’s 
voice, “‘You tell Haley she’s got her job back whenever she wants it’. So there, I told 
you. Anyway, I noticed this guy sitting in the corner kind of checking me out. ‘You need 
something?’ I asked him. ‘No. Uh,’ he goes, ‘I just thought you looked familiar. I’m a 
friend of Haley’s.’ By friend, of course he means he’s never actually talked to you, but he 
has a massive crush on you. Anyway, he’s kind of a nice guy—weird country accent, 
though. Sort of cute in a nerdy, harmless way, like a lost puppy with a limp. We talked a 
little bit, mostly about you. He said he had been a med student, but dropped out. He’s 
from West Virginia. I think his name was Reagan,” she paused, “Lincoln? Something 
presidential anyway. He told me to tell you that the service sucks at Sal’s since you’ve 
been gone. Nixon!” she said. 

I felt like a bowling ball had been dropped on my chest. 
“That’s what it was: Nixon.” Beth’s phone chirped. “Hmmm, interesting.” 
I couldn’t believe it. A cold feeling was growing from the center of my stomach. 
“That’s Chris,” Beth said, shoving her phone back in her bag. “Gotta go, Peaches. 

Booty calls.” She kissed me on the forehead, her hair tickling my nose, and then left. 
Oh God. Oh no. 



Shirley

My tire hit the cement block at the front of the parking space, and the bumper ground 
over it.  

I put the Phillies cap on and jogged through the sliding doors of St. Francis, scanning 
the area. Fat, blue chairs sat in a wave pattern in the middle of the floor. The secretaries at 
the front desk stared into computer screens. On my right, four kids were tackling each 
other onto one of the sofas, almost knocking over one of the potted plants sitting beside 
it. Their mom frantically searched her purse for something, telling them to “quiet down”. 
A few chairs away were two men wearing hospital gowns. One was blind, with burn scars 
spread all over his chest. The other had a large patch that covered the entire left side of 
his face. They had been looking at me when I walked in. They turned to each other and 
kissed. Three doctors passed by them, talking with two nurses that rattled off information 
from their clipboards. 

No sign of panic on anyone’s faces. That didn’t mean shit, though, if there was still a 
bomb ticking away in some storage closet. I walked to the stairwell in the back, feeling 
my hands tingling and trying to keep myself from breaking into a full-on sprint. I 
couldn’t draw any attention. I knew if I was lucky, they’d have a nationwide APB out 
with an artist’s sketch of my handsome mug. If I wasn’t lucky, they’d have my name on 
the wire too and were probably kicking in Aunt Winnie’s door at that moment. I was 
hoping for lucky, but I didn’t want to push it. As soon as the latch of the stairwell door 
clicked behind me, I pumped my legs up those stairs to the fourth floor. Isaac wasn’t 
through with me yet. The bastard was worm-food, but he was still fucking up my life. 
When I get to hell, I thought, you and I are going to have some quality time, you old son 
of a bitch. 

At the top of the stairs, I stopped to wipe the sweat off my forehead and let the cold 
knot in my stomach loosen. I pulled the door inward and stepped through. Someone hit 
me from the side. I turned, ready to swing. The guy was skinny, bony, with a sharp nose 
and wide eyes. 

He smiled, the bottoms and grooves of his teeth stained by chew. “Sorry, feller. Didn’t 
see you there,” he said in a thin Appalachian accent. 

“Don’t worry ‘bout it.” I stepped past him and crossed the lobby for Haley’s room. 
The handle creaked under my palm. There goes surprise, I thought and pushed inside. 

The room was dark. Not a sound, except for the hum of machines and the whir of the 
air-conditioner. It was empty too. I looked at my sister lying in bed, hair laid out around 
her head like she was floating underwater. A thought hit me. I checked under the bed—
nothing but a baby rattle. I looked in the bathroom—no bomb, no body. It’s not 
personal…at least not for the killer. He’s not here for Haley. He’s here for everyone. I 
dropped Winnie’s keys on the stand beside Haley, knowing that if something happened to 



me, she didn’t need her car keys going into evidence. I started out into the lobby, but a 
short, Indian girl blocked my way. 

“Oh, hello,” she said. “Phillies fan?” she asked, pointing up at the cap. 
“Uh, yeah.” 
“I was just coming in to check on Haley.” 
“Sure thing,” I said. “She’s all yours.” I slid past her and out into the hallway. There 

was an employee chart on the other side, I was sure of it. I passed the front desk, where 
phones were chirping and the women at the desks were chirping back. My eyes caught 
the chart. I ran over the photos, trying to match the face on the board with the one in my 
pocket. Three rows down and to the right, I spotted him: Edward Higgs. I turned to the 
front desk, walked up and started to ask the lady on the phone where I could find him.  

She held up a finger. “No you didn’t,” she said with a laugh to the person on the line. 
I pushed off the desk and walked back to Haley’s room, feeling the seconds tick away 

on whatever was about to happen. 
When I opened the door, the Indian girl—Kelly, her nametag read—was talking like 

an MP5 on full-auto.  
“Hi,” I said, leaning into the room. 
“Hi,” she said back, looking embarrassed. 
“I was just wondering if you knew where I could find Edward Higgs. He’s-” I started 

to try and think up my reason for asking, but she jumped on the chance to get out of that 
awkward situation. 

“Eddie? Yeah, I saw him come in this afternoon. Are you friends?” 
“Sort-of,” I said. “I’m Haley’s brother, by the way.” 
“Oh,” the look of embarrassment came back into her face. 
“Anyway, Eddie went to my school,” I said. “He was younger than me, but a little 

older than Haley. I just saw that he worked here and thought I might say ‘hey’.” 
“That’s-” she started to say, then looked down, trying to recall a memory. “That’s 

funny. He’s never really come by to visit Haley.” She shook her head. “Anyway, I saw 
him earlier. He had, like, four boxes of old thermometers and said something about the 
air-conditioners being broken, which is strange, because I don’t-.” 

“Thanks,” I said, letting the door drift shut behind me and heading for the stairs. 
The flights to the roof jolted my knees and my back. I did the math. Thermometers 

meant mercury. Mercury meant poisoning. If it didn’t kill you, you lost your mind. I’d 
heard that mercury vaporized far below room temperature, and you could affect a whole 
building of people without anyone even knowing until it was too late. All you had to do 
was lay a tray of mercury in an air vent. In a hospital this size, you could do a lot of 
damage. The patients were just the start of it. Make it so a doctor’s hand starts to shake or 
he goes into a rage in the operating room and you’ve killed his patient. Not only that. 
You’ve made it so that every other patient can’t get treated for whatever they needed. It’s 
about trust, the thought crossed my mind.  



I stopped at the top of the stairs and scanned through the door to the roof. The sun 
hovered above the far side of the building. It blinded me, but I could see the blocked out 
shadows of the AC units set up along the roof. They looked like ten-foot, black rats 
sitting back on their haunches with silver tails that trailed across the roof. They hummed 
on the other side of the door. I pushed on it. Locked. He was up here somewhere.  

There had been an axe and a fire extinguisher one flight down. I ran for it and back up 
the stairs. At the top, I lifted the axe and swung it. The handle came off with a metallic 
crack. It hit the floor as I kicked open the door. I had the axe back like Alex Rodriguez 
waiting for a fastball down the middle, expecting pops of muzzle fire and a rain of bullets 
to come screaming my direction. When that rain didn’t fall, I stopped, feeling my chest 
heave with adrenaline and listening to the air-conditioners thrumming ahead of me. I 
crouched, twisting my grip on the axe as I held it closer to my chest and worked my way 
up to the first unit. Keeping it at my back, I slid around the far side, stepping over the air 
ducts, those rat-tails that fed into the building. Glass crackled under my foot. 

Shit, I thought and flinched, knowing that whatever advantage I had left was gone. 
Higgs didn’t come for me, though. I counted to five in my head, knowing I couldn’t 
waste any more time. I turned the corner swinging the axe ahead of me, but it cut through 
empty air. Higgs was slumped against one of the units, hands and lips bloody, a trickle of 
mercury spilling out of his mouth. The ground around him was littered with broken 
mercury bottles, lying in pools of blood streaked with silver. 

God damn. I pulled my shirt up to my nose and scanned the ten air conditioners. He’d 
cut open the duct leading away from each unit. I looked inside. There was a puddle of 
mercury pooling up in the middle and streaming down towards the spot where the duct 
ran into the roof. There was no undoing it. I found the control panel on the first unit. I 
knew I wasn’t going to have a lot of time once I’d shut the ACs down. The weather was 
turning cooler, though. Maybe people wouldn’t notice for a few hours. My mind was 
clicking away, trying to filter through my options. Every moment I waited, though, Haley 
was taking in another lungful of mercury.  

Hell with it, I thought. I swung the axe, cutting into the control panel. It went out with 
a spark, and the unit whirred down. Good enough. When I finished with the others, I 
wiped my prints off the axe and put it in Higg’s hands. It wasn’t going to make sense, I 
knew, but maybe it would buy me some time. After the Daisydale bombing, and now this, 
I knew I didn’t have much left, but there was still one thing I needed to do. 



Haley

The door cracked open a moment after Kelly left, and a hand touched my ankle. Even 
through the sheet, I could feel the cold of his fingers. His raspy breath came closer, and 
he coughed. Reaching into a pocket he pulled out the inhaler, shook it like a can of spray 
paint and sucked back a burst of the steroid. “Spied your friend Beth earlier today,” 
Nixon said, slowly exhaling. “I saw her the other day too, at Fat Sal’s.” 

You’re not a dream, I thought. I didn’t imagine you. What are you doing here? 
“She’s nice,” he said. “Not ‘nice’ in that way, I mean. You don’t have nothin’ to worry 

about, Haley. I just mean she’s right likable. Yous have the same sense of humor, and she 
pays attention to folks like you do. I can see why you’re so close.” 

I noticed that he didn’t touch my IV. There was no injection like there had been the 
last few times he’d visited. 

“Oh,” he said, “looks like our show’s on.” His footsteps left the side of my bed and 
went towards the TV, where a female reporter’s voice gradually increased in volume. 

“…a string of murders all showing the mark of the same killer,” the woman said. 
“Over the past two and a half months, nine women have disappeared later to be found 
with their throats cut and their bodies drained of blood.” 

Nixon held my hand and a chill spread up my arm.  
The reporter continued. “Scattered across four states, the first eight women bear a 

striking physical resemblance to each other. Each was blonde, with blue or green eyes, an 
athletic build, and a similarly structured face. Allorie Lang was the first to disappear. 
Katherine McMillan followed and then Denise Saunders. By the time the sixth victim 
was taken, the bodies of the first two women had been discovered.” 

The more she spoke, the tighter Nixon gripped my hand. He didn’t say anything, but I 
could hear his breathing getting faster.  

“Police began to suspect the work of a serial killer, connecting these recent killings to 
the murders of two West Virginia women that occurred ten years ago. The disappearances 
continued, however, as Kristine Eichman, Patricia Hornsby, Tanya Hill, Michelle Lyman 
and Hope Jackson went missing. Investigators say that the victims were initially drugged 
and captured in their cars or on their way home from work, school, or a party. The 
women were bound, and their necks were cut. Police say that the killer then used the 
women’s cars to move their bodies to a secluded location, where they were left, naked, 
inside a circle drawn with their own blood. At first, the ritualistic nature of these killings 
seemed the work of a cult, but investigators say that the cuts on the neck show a 
combination of slicing and sawing motions, displaying both the tenderness and the rage 
that the killer had felt towards the victims. This, the FBI says, ruled out the theory of an 
organized cult.” 

A man’s voice came in, “The killer could have been a cult member at some time, but 
he’s clearly acting on his own at this point.” 



A woman was interviewing the man, who must have been an investigator, “Why do 
you think he is doing this? What is his motivation?” 

“Uh, well, at this point we can’t be sure. He’s choosing his victims based on a type: 
caucasian, blonde, curly hair, athletic build, green eyes. It could be he’s acting out a 
fantasy of vengeance against an authority figure from his childhood. That would explain 
the sawing motion. The victims seem to be a stand-in for someone. It seems the 
beginning of the killing act is actually oriented towards affection, like he is in love with 
this person, but then the spell is broken, and he goes into a rage, hacking and sawing. The 
bodies are then drained and discarded—used up. It’s all speculation at this point, but 
we’re seeing a pattern building.” 

The first woman took back over. “Seeing a pattern, that is, until this morning when a 
homeless man found the body of Susan Ramirez under a bridge within a bloody circle. 
Ramirez’ body shows the same knife marks, but her physical appearance is drastically 
different from the first seven women. Ramirez is from Honduras with black hair and 
brown eyes. The FBI has not commented on this breaking news yet, but the detective at 
the scene of the crime said that there are only two explanations for this development: that 
the killer has changed his criteria for selecting his victims or, perhaps just as chilling, that 
we are seeing the work of a copycat killer lurking in the shadows.” 

“Thank you Pam,” another female newscaster said while Nixon stepped closer to the 
TV, “Scary, scary developments on that stor-” 

Nixon clicked the TV off. 
I shuddered in the silence that the TV left. 
"I know what you must be thinkin’ ‘bout all this," Nixon said, walking back to the 

bed. “Quare, huh? But it's the only way I can reckon to bring you back, Haley." His hand 
rested on my cheek, so cold that it almost burned. 

You did it. You killed all those women, I thought, unable to believe that it could be 
true. 

"And yet now she sleeps sounder! Does she indeed sleep? What if’n she rose from her 
grave at this here sad and silent hour? To hear her speak of future punishment, menace 
me with heaven’s vengeance, tax me with the crimes I have committed, with those I am 
going to commit. Like I said, Haley, ‘love makes you do some unnatural things.’ Momma 
would’a understood that, and you're so much like her," he stroked my face, “that I know 
you understand too—even about Sue. Because that's the key, ain’t it? It ain’t how close 
you look, it's how close you is. Rosie, Beth, your Aunt Winnie. You’s close to them, isn’t 
you?" He sounded like he was pleading with me for an answer. 

No. No, God, this isn't real.  
His fingertips traced my eyebrows. 
Don't touch me! 
"That reminds me," he said, taking his hand off my face and reaching into his pocket. 

A candy bar wrapper crackled in his hand and a small box of something that smelled like 



cinnamon shook as he put them on the table beside the bed. "I bumped into Rosie on her 
way home today." 

My heart stopped. What did you do? You monster, what did you fucking do? 
He was quiet for a second. 
My pulse sped up.   
He laughed. “Sure! See? I knew it! I knew it would work." 
He sees my heart-rate changing. 
A blast of his inhaler went off. 
"I know you can hear me. You’s gonna be with me soon, don't you fret. And I'll take 

you away from here, Haley, from all them memories of folks who hurt you. Just a might 
longer," he said. "Just hold on a little bit longer. Wait for me," he leaned down, the smell 
of cinnamon and chocolate strong on his breath. 

I thought he would kiss me. I screamed into the back of my mind, trying to run from 
him. 

"Can't get ahead of myself here," he said. "First things first." A cap came off of 
something. His finger flicked against it three times. 

The syringe, I thought. The injections he keeps giving me. What are you doing to me? 
“You wanna watch?" he asked, tugging at the IV. "I wanted to wait, but-I think you'd 

appreciate this—all I done for you." 
His fingers were at my eyelid. He pulled them apart, and light shattered the darkness 

in my mind. Slowly, shapes formed out of the white. A grey square sat ahead of me. TV, 
my mind registered. Below it was the cream-colored sofa. I saw my legs racing away 
from me towards the bottom rail of the bed. A figure moved out of the corner of my eye. 
Then my lid snapped shut, and I was thrown back into the black. 

"Sorry," he said, "let me just-you’re sigogglin’ here.” He held my forehead and tilted 
my head to the side. "There," he said, opening my eyelid again. "You have such beautiful 
eyes." 

My pupils readjusted to the light until he came into view. He was thin and bony like 
Beth had said. His shoulders hunched forward, or his chest was naturally caved in—one 
of the two. The green and white gingham dress shirt that he wore was buttoned all the 
way up to his neck. It was so starched that it cut diagonal lines as it hung off his thin 
body and tucked into his khaki pants. His nose was sharp. His eyes were kind. His hair 
hung loosely, swooped across his forehead. He wasn't what I'd thought a serial killer 
would look like. 

"To your health," he said with a smile. 
That's when I saw down the length of his other arm to where he held a syringe. It was 

already embedded in my IV line. 
His thumb turned white as he pushed the stopper down, injecting a stream of dark 

fluid that diffused into a bright red cocktail once it hit the clear stream of saline within the 
tube. 



I realized what it was and screamed at him to stop.  
Blood. Rosie's blood. 



Shirley

I’d left Winnie’s keys in Haley’s room, and I knew I couldn’t go back there.  
I walked from St. Francis to the SEPTA station and took the Trenton Line towards 

Philly. My mind was itching, skittering away with the clacking of the train’s wheels over 
the rail links. We passed over The Delaware. The trusses on the bridge made me feel like 
we were riding through the carcass of a beetle whose insides had been eaten away by 
ants. 

 I’d come back hoping to find Nick, but I’d found my sister instead. She was in a 
shape worse than dead, though, and Winnie was suffering every day that Haley held on. I 
wondered if, when Haley finally died, if it would just break Winnie. Trees grew up on the 
other side of the river. The train cut through them. Haley was gone to me. Winnie had 
hope, but I didn’t. Two people coming back from the dead in the same family? I’d stolen 
that miracle from Haley. I wished I could have died and given her life back to her. Now 
there was this shit going on, and I couldn’t make any sense of it. Those people on the 
news, then Miriam and, now, Higgs. Why would they do it? I asked myself as we slid 
over the tracks, the trees breaking to show a sky peeled back like the underside of an 
orange rind. The light of the sunset stung my eyes. My mind was pointing me in two 
directions. They could have been threatened into it. Maybe Bayati was holding their 
families like Isaac had held Haley. The only other possibility was that they were sleeper 
agents, planted years ago, just waiting for the right moment. It was possible, but that 
would have taken a lot of planning—not that I’d put it past Isaac. My money was on the 
threat theory, though, and I knew what I had to do. I could take the story to the FBI, but 
that wasn’t going to work out for anybody. Amal’s list was empty, for now. All I’d be 
handing them was a page of names of people who had already done what they were going 
to do. Sure, I could give them Bayati, but there wasn’t an active connection there—
nothing that actually tied him to the attacks. It was the word of Amal, an illegal 
immigrant, against his. Amal had trailed them. Amal had photographed them. Amal 
would go down for it. I was sure of that. And if I walked in there with my story, then I’d 
just be putting my head on the chopping block with him. 

The train slowed, its momentum pulling my head forward. I looked out at the brick 
buildings cropping up around me. Letters drifted into view, “Tacony.” We stopped, and a 
butterfly landed on the other side of the glass. Its wings flapped red, then pink. I tapped a 
knuckle against the window. 

__ 

My back was damp, and my feet ached. A siren blared nearby. I jerked up and shuffled 
my feet under me, falling forward with dizziness. The noise of my movements were 
amplified, like I was inside one half of a soup can telephone talking to myself on the 



other end of the line, trying to make out where I was. I let my arms go and laid down on 
my face, noticing that it was dark. 

__ 

Footsteps woke me again. They could have been mine for all I knew at that point, but 
the voice was different. 

“Shirley,” the voice said, shaking me. 
“Sruuu-” the sound trailed out of my mouth as I tried to push myself up again. 

Something caught under my arm and lifted me enough to put me on my ass with my back 
against a ridged wall. The smell of fresh flour on the person helping me pushed into the 
scent of mildew in the air. 

“Shirley. Oh God, come on. Shirley.”  
I recognized the voice before I blinked my eyes open and saw Amal crouched down in 

front of my face. 
“Hnnn,” I groaned, then breathed out long and hard as my mind came back to me. I 

was under the bridge. Fisher’s Lane. I wondered if I might be dreaming this. “Hey 
Amal,” I said, still dopey. 

“Alhamdulilah,” he said, my mind translating it—thanks and praise to God. “What 
happened?” 

“Don’t know,” I said, rubbing my face with one hand and reaching into my pocket for 
a cigarette with the other. “I was riding the bus. Gonna go pay your uncle a visit. Then…
poof. How’d you find me?” I looked out the tunnel. It was still dark, but the sky was 
lighter than the last time I’d seen it. I’d lost a whole day. It was morning again. 

“Took a hunch,” he said, picking up his Phillies cap from a puddle five feet away. 
“Sorry ‘bout the hat. I’ll buy you another,” I lit the cigarette. My mind was 

sharpening. 
He whacked the cap, sprinkling water back into the puddle, then rubbed at the specks 

of mud that were embedded into the fabric. “What about Higgs?” 
In my mind, I heard the sound of broken glass crackling under my feet. “He’s dead.” 
Amal’s eyes went wide. “The hospital?” 
“It’s fine, I think. I shut it down before it could do any real damage.” 
“Another bomb?” 
“No. Mercury in the air-vents. Bastards are creative mother-fuckers, I’ll give them 

that.” 
Amal shook his head, staring down at the creek trickling by in front of us. 
“You shouldn’t be here, Amal,” I said, blowing out the smoke. 
He didn’t answer. 
“Hey,” I said. 
He looked up at me.  
“You need to get out of here.” 



He breathed. 
“You said you thought Bayati knew that you’d talked to me.” 
He nodded. 
“Then you better get out of town.” 
“There’s something else,” he said. 
“What?” 
“That boy, Nick Moynihan.” 
“Yeah?” Nick’s name pricked my mind, and the blood started to flow again. 
He nodded. “He’s at Lightspeed—an auto shop in Allentown. Four-thirty-seven 

Tilghman Street. At least I think he is still there.” 
“Al Bayati gave you his name?” My mind started the timer. Seven days. 
“No. I saw him myself last week when I went to make a delivery.” 
“And you didn’t tell me this till now?” I shouted at him, the echo ricocheting off the 

brick walls, and back into my aching brain. 
“I didn’t know if you would help if you knew where he was.” He took a step back. 
“Fuck!” I said, standing and throwing my cigarette into the puddle at his feet. “You 

sure it was him?” 
“He was with the owner working in the shop. There were talking about a trip he was 

going to make—if he was ready for the journey.” 
“Dammit, kid. He better be there,” I said, stumbling out from under the bridge. 
“I’m sorry,” Amal mumbled behind me. 

__ 

Stepping off the curb four blocks from the bridge, I hailed a cab. One swerved over 
from the center lane of traffic, launching horns around him from the cars he’d cut off as 
he almost hit the sidewalk.  

Just the kind of driver I need, I thought. “Allentown,” I said, as I shut the door. “As 
fast as you can.” 

“Sure thing, my friend,” the cabbie, an Eastern European—maybe Albanian—guy 
said and punched the gas. 

We took I76 up to 476, but turned East on 276 instead of continuing North. 
“Hey, I think you might have missed the turn,” I said. 
He looked back in the mirror, “road construction. Traffic is backed up all the way to 

Harleysville. We take 611 to Easton, then 78 to Allentown. Save you time. Save you 
money. That’s good, right?” 

“Whatever,” I said, “just as long as we get there soon.” 
I leaned back in the seat and consciously relaxed my hands. 
“Music? Do you like?” He asked, his eyes searching for mine in the rearview. 
“Knock yourself out,” I said. 



He clicked on the radio while we passed the exit for State Highway 309 and the voice 
of a Greek singer burst into the car. She wailed. He started to hum along. “This my 
mother’s favorite singer,” he said, smiling into the mirror at me. I noticed one of his front 
teeth was chipped. “You are natural American?” 

“Yeah,” I said, watching the buildings go by outside, wondering if they had moved 
Nick since Amal saw him last. 

“I have become a citizen since last month.” 
“Oh, yeah? How’s that been?” I asked, flatly, not really interested, but knowing that 

the guy wasn’t going to stop talking anyway. 
“I am very happy. It is a dream of mine for a long time,” he answered, smiling a big, 

toothy smile. “You have a dream?” 
Fireworks. Wile-E-Coyote. Lugworms in oil in a dissected pig. I blinked my eyes, 

trying to shake away the images. When I looked up front, the Nigerian woman and her 
baby were sitting in the seat beside the driver. She turned back. Her white and black eyes 
caught mine as we sped down I276. She opened the door, tucked her child to her chest 
and rolled out. “No!” I shouted reaching for her, my hand hitting the plexiglass divider 
between the back and front seats. The impact brought me back to reality. Her door was 
shut. I looked for her on the road behind us, but she wasn’t there. 

The driver looked at me. “You okay, friend?” 
“Yeah,” I breathed, settling back in the seat, my eyes wide. 
“Just relax, okay? We’ll be there in a few minutes.” He made a turn.  
I wasn’t looking at the street anymore. My eyes were on my hands. They both curved 

over my kneecaps. A blackness at my fingertips was spreading, working its way up my 
fingers. “Oh fuck,” I said, feeling like I was suffocating. 

“Maybe you need some relaxing music, yeah?” the driver said, reaching for the dial. 
“No. It’s really o-” 
A deafening high-pitched scream ripped through the car, blasting my eardrums. I felt 

water begin to trickle out of them. My eyes clamped shut. My body started to shake. I 
pried my eyelids open, just for a second, to see the car vibrating, the driver smiling in the 
rearview, his chipped tooth gnashing up and down with the vibrations. Black flies 
swarmed out of the air-conditioner, buzzing through the car. They crowded into my ears 
and up my nose. I screamed, and they flooded my mouth. I felt them filling up my lungs, 
my throat, tumbling around, pushing at the boundaries of my organs. I closed my mouth, 
biting down. They crunched between my teeth, and the taste of melon and cough drops 
burst over my tongue. I thrashed in the backseat, searching for the handle of the door. I 
choked, scratching at it, clawing lines down the glass, my fingers finding grooves on the 
window that had already been made before me. There was no lock. It had been sawn off. 
I flailed, trying to scream, but I couldn’t breathe. I beat at the plexiglass between me and 
the driver. 

“Get back!” he shouted at me, his voice dim and far away. “You must sit back!” 



I threw myself at the door, convulsed, threw myself again. The thrashing slowed, the 
car darkened, the buzzing faded to a racing thrum—the sound of my heart ticking along 
with images.  

Bodies in landfills, grey mounds of human skin. Matches lit. A goat nursed a red-
headed baby. A butterfly flapped its wings, the colors changed every-time they opened. 
Red. Pink. Blue. White. Moths burned up in a fire, hundreds of them, thousands. The fire 
rose up from a house. A man with his chest eaten away kissed another whose face was 
decomposing in the light of the flames. “Just a spoonful of sugar helps the medicine go 
down,” Mary Poppins sang. Brake lights sprang up, red and angry in the darkness. They 
flashed in morse, “Wormwood. Wormwood. By the rivers of Babylon, we sat down and 
wept.” Green, orange, red, yellow, pink, white. “America, America, God shed his grace 
on thee.” A piggy bank smashed open again and again. Somewhere in the background, I 
heard the numbers starting. 7, 9, 23… Then darkness. 

__ 

I opened my eyes to see myself looking back at me against a blue sky. My eyes were 
cold, distant. I was falling slowing, something in my hand. A machine hummed. I 
disappeared, grey marble sliding up over me. Then I slid out from under the marble slab 
again. A jerk and I looked down. I stood a hundred feet over the city street, traffic 
hurrying beneath me. The window was open. I stepped inside.  

__ 

My feet were moving. “…And crown thy good with brotherhood,” I heard myself 
mumbling. There were green dots everywhere and people talking. I was wearing a pair of 
grey slacks and dress shirt. Something was in my hand. It itched. I looked down. It was a 
blanket, heavy, but warm. 

I felt like I was underwater. Green letter-fish floated in the air under the high ceilings: 
AAPL, V, NRG, XON. Kiosks sat like coral reefs on the floor of the building, where the 
bigger fish—people-fish—swam through, taking bites out of smaller fish. I was cold. I 
needed my blanket. 

7, 9, 23. My mind twitched, trying to grab ahold of the numbers. Someone bumped 
me and kept walking. I dropped the blanket, bent down to pick it up. My fingers found 
the thin, black shoelace on my shiny dress shoes and pulled at it. 

6, 46. Screens lit up at the kiosks. Men in blue jackets served up the little green fish to 
the men who swam by. There was shouting. A mustached man pushed past me to join a 
crowd gathered around one of the kiosks. 

The crowd had grown. Somehow, I was inside it. Men at the edges were pushing and 
squirming their way inside. The floor was cold under my feet. I looked down. I was 
barefoot. Where did I leave my shoes? I thought. I put the blanket on. It wasn’t a blanket. 



It was my jacket. It was heavy and warm inside. 7, 9, 23, the numbers reeled at me. I 
hummed the song, “America, America,” buttoning the jacket. People shouted around me.  

I heard my mom in the crowd. She was singing too, “Don’t worry baby. Don’t worry 
baby.”  

I felt Erin’s fingers on my head. I closed my eyes. The numbers flashed. I knew I had 
to say them. 7. “Seven.” 9. “Nine.” 23. “Twenty-three.”  

My mom sang, “Don’t worry baby.” 
18. “Eighteen.” 9. “Nine,” I said. 
“Don’t worry baby.” 
6. “Six.” 46. “Forty-six.”  
“Everything will turn out all right,” my mom sang. 
I heard myself breathing and repeated the numbers as they flashed again, “Seven, 

nine, twenty-three, eighteen, nine, six.” I choked. My mouth was sandpaper dry, but I 
said it anyway, “Forty-six”. I felt woozy. I almost stumbled, but someone bumped into 
me and put me upright again.  

My mom sang, “Don’t worry baby. Don’t worry baby.” 
I wasn’t fading in and out anymore. I felt like I was swimming towards the surface, 

trying to fight through the water in my brain before I drowned. “Seven, nine, twenty-
three, eighteen, nine, six, forty-six.” My vision started to grey, but I fought it, muttering 
the numbers again under my breath, “Seven, nine, twenty-three, eighteen, nine, six, forty-
six.” Then it broke. The ocean drained out of my mind, the crowd around me roared fifty 
decibels higher, and I felt something in my hand, my thumb resting on the top of it. Sweat 
beaded down into my eye. I forced my fingers open, slowly and looked down at them. 
They were white. A wire dangled just out of the sleeve of my jacket with, what looked 
like, a silver bullet casing topped with a smooth black button. “Jesus,” I said under my 
breath. The ridges of sixteen bricks of plastic explosives dug into my ribs. I looked up 
and knew exactly where I was before I even read the plaque on the wall. New York Stock 
Exchange.  

I took the jacket off, slowly, not knowing if there was a fail-safe trigger somewhere 
inside it. Shoes, I thought. No time. I pushed my way out of the crowd towards the wall. 
There was a stairway to the right. I looked for guards. They watched the main entrance, 
but no one was at the stairs. I guess they figured once you were through the gates, you 
were an insider anyway.  

The stairs led up to a second floor, where there was an elevator. I sifted back through 
my memories. They were vague, but I knew I had come down from another part of the 
building. An LCD screen sat beside the elevator. I guessed and pushed the seventh floor: 
conference room. The doors dinged open a few moments later.   

A window, I thought, I came in through a window. I turned right and walked across the 
wooden floor to the closest window. I looked out—nothing. That would have been a hell 
of a climb. But I was falling. I turned and headed for the windows on the left—still 



nothing. That left only one more set. I cracked open a small door on the side that took me 
straight through a small meeting room. At the other end of the room was a window. The 
curtains were drawn. I opened it and looked out. To my right and three floors up was a 
window-washer’s scaffold. I remembered the machine whirring as I fell slowly, seeing 
myself looking back at me.  

I ducked back inside to head for the stairs just as a single patrol officer stepped into 
the doorway. He was in his mid-twenties, wedding ring on his finger and a little weight 
around the belly. His eyes went up and so did his hand. I realized what it looked like: a 
guy in a suit and no shoes holding his jacket and climbing out the window of the stock 
exchange.  

“Shit,” I said, the thought coming to me fast. I dropped my shoulders and shook my 
head. “Look, I’m sorry, okay? I wasn’t going to do it.”  

He stared at me, not moving. 
“It’s just been a hard day in a year of hard days,” I said, laying the jacket over my 

shoulder and raising my hands up in surrender as I walked closer to him. “I thought about 
it, but I got a wife and kids. Can’t leave them. You know what I mean?” 

He started to reach for his walkie. I couldn’t let that happen, but I was too far away to 
stop him. 

“Look, don’t tell anyone, okay?” I said, locking eyes with him. “I’ll come with you, 
but, I mean, haven’t you ever had a bad day? A moment of weakness? If anyone finds 
out, I’ll get fired. I deserve it, I know, but my family doesn’t.” 

He hesitated. 
I stepped within reach, snapped my left hand down, yanking his away from the walkie 

and twisting his wrist till his face tilted to the floor. As he bent with the motion, I cupped 
the side of his head with my right hand and slammed it into the heavy oak conference 
table, then pulled him back up and put a left elbow into his jaw. He went down like a 
steel crossbeam. I yanked his walkie off and used his cuffs to chain him to the underside 
of the table. Picking up the jacket, I headed for the stairs. 

The tenth floor was empty. Still, I didn’t run. I walked the wood and carpeted hallway 
lined with pictures till I made it to the window I’d seen. The scaffold was just outside. I 
climbed through the window and fell onto the platform, scrambled to my feet and hit the 
lever for the roof. The windows slid by me like the seconds of the countdown timer I 
imagined was on the jacket. I laid down the jacket and opened it up. Whatever explosives 
had been planted inside were stitched into the lining. I didn’t want to risk setting it off.  

My pulse sped up as I got to the roof, knowing that, at any minute, the timer would go 
off, or someone with a remote detonator would get antsy and push their own button. The 
scaffold finally jerked to a stop. I pulled myself over the edge and onto the roof. There 
was a change of clothes lying on the ground—a window-washer’s jumpsuit. That must 
have been how I’d gotten through security. I ran to the door that went down into the 
building, and laid the jacket on top of the little roof above it, then stripped off the suit, 



tossing it on top of the jacket. If that bomb was going to go off anytime soon, this was as 
good a place as any for it to blow. I put on the jumpsuit and ran down the stairs. 

At the ground floor, there was a security checkpoint. I looked at the guards—one 
watching the screen of an x-ray machine and two more hanging around the metal 
detector. A lady in a red suit-dress stepped through in front of me. “Bridget, Charlie,” she 
greeted the guards on either side of her. They smiled back. I walked through just after her, 
wiping the sweat off my forehead. The alarm on the detector went off around me. 

The black guy to the right—Charlie, I guess—said, “Sorry buddy, I know it’s the 
plates, but we gotta check you again.” He waved me out of the line. “You got done pretty 
fast,” he said, smiling as he patted me down. 

I looked at the door, waiting to see police lights flash off the buildings outside. “Ran 
out of fuckin’ washer fluid,” I said, glancing back into the building. “Jackasses back at 
the office forgot to fill it up, and no-one’s picking up the phone.” 

“That sucks,” he said, standing back up. “Well, you’re good to go. See you tomorrow, 
then.” 

I nodded with a smile and turned towards the door. 
Outside, the smell of exhaust brought my head out of the fog I was still in. I walked 

around the corner and huffed it down an alley. When I came to the end of the road, I 
turned the corner again, stepping in front of the entrance to a carpark. A van pulled up to 
the gate and the driver took a ticket. I saw the gate lift out of the corner of my eye as I 
walked past. Then the van was beside me and its door was sliding open. Something 
struck me in the head. The world tilted sideways, and the pavement came up to meet me. 



Haley

Oh God. Beth. He's gonna kill her.  
All those times he’d come in—every time I’d felt his hand on my wrist or a tug on my 

IV—he’d been feeding me their blood. I felt nauseous. Inside my mind, lights were 
spinning sideways. I imagined the faces of those women, heard the reporters say their 
names: Allorie Lang, Katherine McMillan, Denise Saunders, Kristine Eichman Patricia 
Hornsby, Tanya Hill, Michelle Lyman, Hope Jackson. Every time I heard a name, I saw 
them thrashing as Nixon dragged them into the shadows. His knife sawed at their throats, 
blood spraying from the ripping flesh, his eyes looking back at me, twinkling in the 
darkness.  

Sue. Oh Sue. She had been so good to me. And Rosie too. They had done nothing 
wrong. They took care of me. They loved me. They saved me. I couldn't let him do it 
again. 

I focused my mind on my eyelids, trying to force them open with my will. Nothing. I 
moved my mind down my arm to my finger, straining to make it twitch. My brain started 
to ache. My heart pounded in my ears, and something else—sirens? There was 
movement, people talking loudly outside my door. Someone said the name “Eddie”. I 
pushed myself harder, and a hissing sound came from somewhere, drowning out 
everything else. But nothing happened. 

Leon stepped out of the darkness. 
Not you, I thought. Not now. 
He hunched over my bed and traced his knife up my leg, the cold steel prickling on 

my skin. 
No, I shouted. 
It nicked at me, and I felt the prick of pain at my knee. 
No. 
With the knife, he lifted up the hospital gown I was wearing. 
Leave. Please leave, I pleaded. 
He lowered his face to my ankle and opened his mouth, leaving a trail of saliva as he 

kissed and licked up my leg. 
Why won't you leave me? 
His knife cut over my ribs, which stood out against the skin pulled tight over them. He 

scraped over my breast and the tip of the blade circled my nipple as he kissed up my 
thigh. 

Why won't you leave me? I pleaded with him again. 
I heard Aunt Winnie's voice. “The things we hold on to always get their hooks into us 

in the end.” 
I tried to shake him out of my mind. He buried his face between my legs. Over his 

shoulder I could see Beth struggling as Nixon pulled her into the shadows. 



No, I shouted to Leon. I don't want you. I don't want you anymore. 
He sat up, looking at me with a grin. "Well that's too bad, love," he said, "because I'm 

all you have." His hand went to his belt and he flicked it open. 
No, I pleaded. Get out of my mind. Get out of me! Then something caught inside. I 

don't need you, I said. I- I gritted my teeth, forcing my mind to say the words. I don’t 
need revenge. I don’t care about what you did. That’s over. It was one day—the worst day, 
but it’s over, and I don’t want to live there, with you, anymore. You sick bastard. I-I 
forgive you. 

Leon’s face rushed at me, the white of his cornea filling up my vision and blinding 
me, piercing my brain, as it grew brighter and brighter. Then, he was gone. 



Shirley

I woke up with a slap to my face.  
The back of head was splitting, my shoulders ached, and I couldn’t feel my hands. 

Another blow came down across my cheek, this time with a voice, “Fatah.” Enough. 
“Mujab,” another man said. Their footsteps changed places. 
The room was cold and smelled like raw meat. 
A hand tapped my face gently three times as the man blew out a lungful of cigarette 

smoke. 
I opened my eyes, every millimeter feeling like my eyelids were turning a screw in 

the back of my head. Squinting at the man, I started to make out his features. He was in 
his fifties with receding, curly hair, a thick mustache, and flecks of grey in his eyebrows. 
I recognized him. “Bayati,” I said. 

His expression had been flat, his dark brown eyes inspecting me like I had been a dog 
he was going to bring home to his kids even though he didn’t like dogs. When I said his 
name, his eyes met mine, and his parted lips snapped into a broad smile. “Ah, see?” He 
held a hand out to my face, the burning cigarette tucked in between his fingers, and 
turned around to one of the men at the door, “Melr kaled leka. The hammer is not the tool 
for every problem, Mujab.” He turned back to me, putting the cigarette in his mouth. The 
tip of it glowed as he inhaled. “Good afternoon, Mr. O’Shea. Salaam Alekum, if you like. 
You speak Arabic, yes?” Behind him, standing between at least five other guys, was 
Amal.  

He sold me out. 
“Elif air ab tizak,” I said, meaning a thousand dicks in your ass. “How was that?” 
The men tensed. Bayati laughed. “A little lazy on the accent, actually,” he said in 

English, then switched back to Arabic, “But I prefer my language to your mongrel 
tongue, so it will do. My men told me you were uncooperative.” 

“What did you do to me?” I asked, stumbling over the words. I hadn’t used the 
language in so long, and my head was throbbing. 

“I did nothing,” he smiled. “I own a restaurant in Philadelphia that sells delicious 
Halal food.” 

“You know what I mean,” I said, getting a little clearer and realizing that I was in a 
meat locker. They hadn’t cut my hands off. They’d chained them to the ceiling, and I was 
hanging a foot off the ground. “That taxi. You brainwashed me and sent me into the stock 
exchange with a bomb.” I had to switch back to English, because I didn’t know the word 
for “brainwash.” 

“Not exactly,” he smiled. 
“That’s what’s been happening with the others too, isn’t it? Procter, Gonzalez, Al 

Hamsi.” 



He tilted his head to the side with a grin. “I played a part, but I cannot take all the 
credit.” 

“Isaac.” I took the lead he was giving me. 
“My friend Isaac was a good man,” he said. “I heard you killed him.” He stepped 

closer. 
“So Isaac was what? Al Qaida?” I said, ignoring his last sentence. “Haqqani? ISIS? 

Mehdi?” I said looking for some flash of recognition in his eyes. Turning back to Arabic, 
I said, “And you pulled off all this by yourself after he died as some kind of revenge? 
No.” I shook my head. “You’re just his errand boy, aren’t you? Your importance in this 
whole thing is very small.” 

His pupils shrank just a little. “Isaac was not with us,” he said. “Not exactly. This is 
more of a cooperative effort.” 

“So you were working together,” I said. “A splinter of the IRA and whatever-the-hell 
pigeon-shit terrorist group you represent living together in harmony?” Bollocks, I wanted 
to say. 

“We had a common interest, Isaac and I. It was, after all, the Arab people who came 
up with the saying, ‘The enemy of my enemy is my friend’.” 

“And you’re in charge now?” I smiled. “You did all that? You killed all those people? 
Women, kids—innocent every one of them. Bet you feel like a big man, don’t you? 
Habash Al Bayati, slayer of little girls.” 

"I am the hand of Allah sent to smite your wicked nation," Habash said, his voice 
rising a little. "No one in this cursed country is innocent. You worship money, pollute the 
world with your televised fornication, and rape the nations for your luxury cars and your 
fast food empires." 

"That's funny," I said in English, "most of the motherfuckers I ended in your sandbox 
were sitting in the back seat of a Benz when I put a bullet through their brains." 

He shrugged. "I am not saying everyone is righteous." 
“But you are.” 
He grinned, showing teeth with enough space to slide a penny through. 
"And Isaac?" I followed. “Was he a part of this holy war?" 
“We all have our own motivations,” Habash said, “but we are guided by the will of 

Allah." 
"So Isaac did this to me," I said, "brainwashing me. He did the same thing to those 

other people." The memory of the man was a bitter sauce sloshing around in my brain. It 
didn't make sense. I'd killed him before I ever went out that window. Contingency plan? I 
thought. Who’s running it? 

"Isaac and others," Habash answered for me. 
"But not you," I said in Arabic. "You're just the mule." 
"I am the one who says to you 'kill' and you kill. You are the mule." 



"But you're not the only one, are you? You're not that special. The airplane in San 
Francisco. The radiation at the docks. This is a bigger operation than what you've got 
running out of your kebab shop." 

He shrugged again, pursing his lips. "Enough of this. I've enjoyed our little chat. But-" 
"What about Nick?" I asked, trying to grab his attention before his men came in for 

me. 
"The Irish boy?" he tilted his head. "What does it matter?" 
"You're going to kill me anyway, right?" I grunted as my shoulder started to twist out 

of socket. 
"Yes,” He said in English, “though the Serb will not be happy,” he said to himself. 

“He'll want to know what went wrong with the programming.” He looked at his watch. "I 
sent the boy to make a delivery—an early New Year's celebration, counting down the 
beginning of the end for this decadent nation.” He smiled a little too wide. "You'll be 
seeing him soon.” He turned and then stopped. “I have a question for you,” he said. “How 
did you find out about Al Hamsi?” 

He doesn’t know? I thought. Amal looked at me, but I kept my eyes on Bayati. Maybe 
the kid hadn’t set me up.  “I staked you out,” I said. “Isaac had a matchbox with your 
restaurant’s name on it.” 

He nodded, bunching his lips together, and said, “just as I thought.” He pulled a knife 
off the wall as he left the locker and plunged it into Amal’s side. 

“No!” I yelled, jerking against the chains. 
The kid’s eyes bulged. His mouth opened to scream, but could only let out a tight 

breath of air.  
Bayati held the side of Amal’s face and kissed him on his forehead. He pulled the 

knife back out and handed it to a short, bald guy. "Knife," he said, “and close the door so 
the neighbors don't hear." 

The man walked towards me, dragging Amal in with him, as another pushed the door 
shut from the outside. He let go of the boy and looked me in the eye. “Shem et Duat.” Go 
to hell. 

I gripped the chains above me as he brought the knife up. It came swinging in from 
the side. I kicked at his hand. The blade cut across my shin, then spun off into the mess of 
spices on the shelf to the right. He stumbled, but I locked my legs around his throat and 
squeezed.  

The guard outside saw what was happening through the window. 
I let go of the bald guy and swung my legs to the pantry on my right, wedging them 

between the shelving and doing a sit-up to create slack between the chains and the hook 
they were hanging on. I whipped my wrists up, and the chain came free. Then my feet 
slipped, and I fell. The bald guy was on his knees trying to get his breath. I landed on his 
back with a huff as the door opened, then rolled into the guy coming through. I kicked at 
his knee from the side. He yelled, reaching down for his leg as I got my feet under me 



and stood, grabbing his arm and flipping him over my shoulder onto the bald guy on the 
floor. My head was splitting, but I grunted through it. 

There was shouting from the front of the restaurant as Bayati’s men came running 
back into the kitchen.  

I looked down at Amal. Dark blood pooled up under his fingers as he clutched his 
ribs. His teeth were gritted, and his eyes searched mine frantically. 

“This is going to hurt like a motherfucker,” I said to him, grabbing a bottle of vinegar 
off the shelf above him and tossing a bag of corn-starch to Amal as a guy came through 
the door. I flung the corn-starch into the attacker’s face and put my bare foot into his 
chest. He stumbled back, shouting and wiping at his eyes. 

“First the vinegar, then pack as much of that into the wound as you can,” I said. 
Amal nodded, his eyes wide, and started pouring vinegar into the wound, hissing 

between his teeth. 
The bottle glugged as the attacker came charging back into the pantry, swinging his 

knife in a wild arc. I held my hands out on either side of the incoming slash, making the 
chain taut, catching his forearm as it came in. I wrapped the links around his wrist and 
kicked him in the side. He doubled over, dropping the knife onto my chest. With my knee 
on his elbow, I cranked back on his arm. It snapped. He screamed in pain as another blade 
swung at my face. I bent backwards, catching the reflection of my eye in the steel as it 
swiped past and clanged against the doorframe behind me. I rolled back into the room, 
where the bald guy was coming to his feet. 

On the other side of the kitchen, across a stainless-steel table, a tall African cocked a 
Glock 17 and leveled it at me. 

“No guns!” I heard Bayati shout. 
The bald guy grabbed at me from behind. I turned, caught him by the shirt and flung 

him towards the man at the door. They both stumbled back. I scooped up a knife, 
charged, and threw it at the African, who had just finished twisting a silencer onto his 
barrel. The blade hit him butt-first on the arm as I jumped and hit the table, sliding across 
it. He flinched and fired. The bullet sizzled across my shoulder. I slid into him, knocking 
him into a dishrack as he got off another round—this time, into one of the guys behind 
me. Plates and pots rained down around us. The gun slid under the sink. I blinked. The 
top of my head felt like it was floating on the ceiling. 

My hand found a fork on the floor as the bald guy came around the table. He swung a 
blade. I growled myself back into the present, blocking with my right arm and taking a 
slash across the bone. Then I stabbed the fork into his neck. I turned and kicked at the 
African, knocking his head into the side of the sink. When I turned back, the bald guy 
was on his knees, but another man took his place. He brought a cleaver down in a 
diagonal chop from the left. I ducked and stepped into the blow, chains clinking at my 
wrists. The man’s arm laid across my by back, the cleaver just missing my hip. I stood, 
bringing an uppercut into his jaw and lifting him off his feet. 



Black arms wrapped around me from behind as two more guys came charging in with 
knives. I brought my foot up into the first one’s chest and pushed back. He stumbled. The 
African and I fell. We hit the ground, and I rolled off him, grabbing the handle of a pot as 
the two men closed in again. I stood to face them, but a slash cut down my shoulder from 
behind, telling me I’d miscounted. 

Pushing the searing pain out of my mind, I swung the pot backwards. I missed the guy 
who’d cut me, but caught his arm with my own and stepped into him, raising the pot 
again and bringing it down into his face. Behind him, Bayati was screwing a silencer onto 
the barrel of his own gun. Out of time, I thought, turning and swinging the pot down in 
the opposite direction. It smashed into one guy’s jaw. He went down with another man 
coming at me over his shoulder. He lunged with a skewer. I stepped back, brought the 
handle of the pot up under his hand, knocking it to the ceiling and then launched a knee 
into his chest. 

The guy who’d slashed my shoulder screamed from behind me. I spun to see him. 
Blood was pouring out of his broken nose. He ran at me with a knife. I brought my wrists 
together and whipped the chains at his cheek, then sidestepped and wrapped them around 
his neck as he tripped past me. I pulled and spun him between me and Bayati just as 
Bayati fired. The bullet thwacked into the guy’s chest.  

Another shot went off.  
I released the chains and kicked him in the back, sending him sprawling towards 

Bayati. I ducked and stepped around the front edge of the table as he fell. Bayati’s barrel 
followed me. I rolled, and he shot—once, and then twice—shattering the tile behind me 
both times. I swung my leg around, catching him at the ankles, and he fell back, firing 
another round into the wall on the other side of the room. Climbing on top of him, I 
wrestled the gun out of his hand, then pressed the chain down on his throat. 

“Where’s Nick?” I shouted. 
Bayati’s eyes bugged out with the pressure of the chain. He shook his head, “No.” 
I slammed it back into the tile. “You better fucking tell me, or I’m gonna crack your 

head open on this floor, I swear to God.” 
“He’s-he’s,” he started to say, but he clamped his mouth shut. 
I pushed down on the chain. “Tell me!” I shouted. 
He thrashed under me. His mouth gaped open and closed, lips turning blue. He 

nodded. 
I let off his neck. 
He gasped. “Times’ Square,” he said, then coughed. “But you won’t make it.” 
“Why?” 
He didn’t answer. I slammed his head back. 
“He’ll-he’ll be there at six.” 
“Shit,” I turned my head to look at the clock on the kitchen wall. Four seventeen. 

Times Square was two hours away from Philly. “Keys,” I said. 



“Mujab,” he said. “There,” he pointed to the guy with the broken nose lying on the 
ground. 

“Don’t fuckin’ move,” I said, picking up the gun. “On second thought.” I pointed the 
gun at his knee and pulled the trigger. 

He screamed. 
I fished the keys out of Mujab’s pocket, checked the African’s shoe size, and unlocked 

the padlock on the chain. I shoved the shoes on and went to Amal. 
He was pale. Dark circles had formed under his eyes and a pool of blood had spread 

under his back. 
“Shit,” I said, feeling the heat rush to my face. 
“Go,” he muttered. “You-you have to find him.” 
“Ah, fuck. Amal-” 
“Go.” 
“I’ll be back,” I said. 
He laughed, then winced at the pain. 
I nodded, looking him in the eye and knowing that I’d never see him again. 
“Call an ambulance, you son of a bitch,” I shouted at Bayati as I stepped out of the 

locker. He was sobbing, clutching his leg. By the time I reached him, he’d fished his 
phone out of his shirt pocket. I took it from him and looked out the front of the restaurant 
to a row of delivery motorcycles parked on the road. “Keys to the motorcycles,” I said as 
I dialed. 

He groaned. “Behind the counter.” 
I could have killed Bayati and his men, but I didn’t think I had the time. That’s 

bullshit. The truth was that I was tired of fighting, and I already had so much blood on 
my hands, I couldn’t bring myself to execute a room full of unarmed men, even if they 
deserved it. My mistake. 

“Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?” the operator’s voice picked up on the other 
end of the line. 

“There’s been a gang fight or something in a restaurant,” I said, tucking the phone 
between my ear and shoulder and snatching the keys off the the wall behind the counter. 
“You gotta get here fast. There’s a boy bleeding out in the meat locker in the back.” 

“What’s your address?” 
“Six-zero-three-one Torresdale Avenue, Philly. It’s a restaurant called Habibti.” 
“Okay, sir. Paramedics are on their way. Just stay on the line-” 
I left the phone on a table and pushed open the front door of the store. 



Haley

My head ached. The light had hit me like a sledgehammer—one blow to each eye. 
Then the world was dark again, and there was a tightness on my face as the pain pounded 
its way through my skull.  

A minute later, I forced myself to relax the muscles around my eyes and try them 
again. Light pierced through the black, stinging my brain. Then, with a feeling like a 
flutter of dragonfly’s wings on my eyebrows, it flashed over and over, dimming a little 
more every time. The pain got lighter with each flash until the only thing that was left 
was a dull throb. 

My eyes, I thought, they’re open. I was afraid that, at any moment, whoever was 
holding them apart would let them go, and they’d slam shut again, throwing me back into 
darkness with Nixon and Leon. Then I realized that the fluttering had been my own 
eyelashes tickling my eyebrows.  

I’m awake, I thought, but I couldn’t believe the words. I’m alive. 
The brightness of the room faded to a dull grey-green. It had been so bright when my 

eyes first opened, I’d thought the world was on fire. Looking at it now, I could see that it 
was dark. My head rolled toward the window, and I felt the tendons in my neck creak like 
the screen door at Winnie’s place. It was hot in the room, and the window was open. 
Outside, below the grey-smudged clouds and telephone lines, the sun was setting. A 
stream of birds whipped by the window, the speed of their movement scaring me and 
filling me with excitement at the same time. Something about it woke up the part of my 
mind that was still dreaming—told me that this was really happening. I wanted to laugh. I 
did—in my mind. I’d spent so long talking in my head, I wondered if I could remember 
how to make the sounds go to my mouth. 

Just above my eyes was an ECG monitor. I watched the spikes fall and then rocket up 
again, counting the beats of my heart, my blood pressure and oxygen saturation. I went to 
look around, but the weight of my head stopped me. It felt like an Eagles’ linebacker was 
sitting on my ear. I mustered all the strength in my body and fought gravity, my scrawny 
neck muscles straining, just to turn my head back to the middle. My chest rose up as the 
air whistled through my nostrils. I sat there, dizzy, looking at the squares of polystyrene 
tile that made up the ceiling and waiting for the room to stop dimming. Please don’t black 
out, I thought to myself, feeling like I was trying to hold on to a rope covered in 
petroleum jelly. I breathed deep, felt my lips part and the wind pour over them and down 
my hard, dry throat. Light pushed back the black to the edges of my vision. Then the 
darkness was gone. I sat there for another moment, counting tiles and hearing a ringing in 
my ears. When I thought it was safe, I looked down. What I saw next was the most 
beautiful thing. 

Past my hospital gown and the sheet that covered my chest and legs, past the two 
peaks of my feet under the covers, past the shiny, cream railing at the bottom of the bed, 



Aunt Winnie was curled up in a bundle on the couch. The dark mess of her curly hair laid 
around her head and across the couch’s armrest. She must have been exhausted to fall 
asleep so early. In the dim light, she looked twenty years younger—like she was my age 
almost. Her skin was smoothed out. Her hair was black. The veins on her hands had 
disappeared. She was bundled up in a coat, breathing long, heavy breaths. Between her 
arms, she hugged a small white pillow with frilled edges and something embroidered on 
the front. A twinge pricked at the edge of my left eye and pulled up at the corner of my 
lips. The feeling was like lifting a sack of bricks with my face. She was exactly the 
person I wanted to see when I first woke up. 

I watched her breathe, seeing the coat around her rise and fall. She had come straight 
here from work and just crashed on the couch. Sometime after- and then the thought 
stopped me cold. My eyes snapped back up to the roof as I remembered. Nixon. What if 
he’s still here? I wanted to turn my head to the right, to see if he was still sitting beside 
me—sitting there with a vial of Beth’s blood leaking into my IV and a smile that said, 
“See? I was right.” But I didn’t know if I had the strength to turn my head back once I’d 
done it. I didn’t want to let go of the sight of Winnie. I didn’t want to lose consciousness 
and fade back into the darkness with him. I wanted to be alive. What if this doesn’t last? 
The thought rang off my skull. What if this is just a one-time thing—the only one-time 
thing—and I let it slip and don’t wake up again? I knew, right then, that I couldn’t let 
myself go to sleep ever again. I just have to relax—to wait. Someone will see me. 
Someone will notice. 

But then I thought about Nixon again. His narrow eyes looking at me with so much 
intensity as his thumb whitened on the stopper of the syringe, feeding me Rosie’s blood. 
Beth is next. My chest dropped and I heard myself let out a hard breath. Oh, God. Oh, 
God. Beth. I tried to say something, to call for help. All I could hear was a whisper 
scraping up out of my throat. I breathed again and looked down towards Winnie to see if 
she’d heard me. She was so tired; I knew. She hadn’t moved. 

I tried again, the scraping sound chipping at the back of my throat like it was coated in 
plaster. It wasn’t going to work. There wasn’t time. He was going to kill her. He could be 
killing her right now. I looked down at Winnie again, but my eye caught something. 
There was an pulse oximeter clipped like a clothespin on my left index finger, the wire 
running to the ECG monitor. Alarm, my mind formed the thought.  

I tried to lift my hand, but it might as well have been nailed to the mattress. Come on! 
I shouted at myself, feeling the room start to spin again. I looked back up to the ceiling. 
The tiles began pressing in. My arm wouldn’t move. The ceiling came down towards me
—every second, inching closer. I looked back at the clip, then focused on my thumb. My 
fingernails, they were hot pink. Beth must have painted it while I was sleeping sometime. 
I narrowed my eyes, committing all my attention on my thumb. Come on. Come on, I 
pleaded, my eyes burning into that hot pink thumbnail. Move dammit! I shouted in my 
mind. 



My heart beat under the gown, stirring it just slightly with each time it pounded 
against my chest. Blood began to rush to my face, and the darkness started to creep in at 
the corners of my vision. No! I screamed, trying to push it back. At my thumb, the 
knuckle itched. It’s just a fucking finger, dammit! My sight blurred over. No! The room 
started to tilt. I felt something pinch under my thumb. Then tears spilled out of my eye, 
taking the blurriness with it on a hot trail down my cheek. Come on, I said, squeezing 
every ounce of willpower I had into my arm and sending it down to my hand. I blinked, 
shaking loose another tear, and when I opened my eye, my thumb twitched.  

My eyes shot up, and I gasped, then clamped down on it again, concentrating so hard 
I felt a buzzing in my cheek. My breath stuck in my chest, pushing pressure up into the 
back of my nose as I clenched my jaw and pushed my thumb up to edge of the plastic clip 
on my forefinger. It slipped, and relaxed again. Shit, I thought, taking a breath. Then I 
tried again. My fingernail scraped against the smooth edge of the oximeter, but couldn’t 
get under it before it fell back again. The room tilted harder, black rushing in from the 
shadows to fill it as I tried again and again.  

“Winnie,” I tried to call out, but the sound was barely a breath now. I was falling, 
slipping, fading. If I die, this time, I prayed, just let me stay dead, please. I can’t do this 
anymore. I heard myself exhale one long, whispering note. The tiles above me pressed 
into my face, twisting over and over like heaven’s white Rubik’s Cube. My machines 
buzzed to the left, the saline dripped on my right, and my thumb itched. I let go and 
closed my eyes, feeling myself floating into the black. 

No, I thought, no. Forcing my eyes open, I locked my mind onto that son-of-a-bitch 
thumb and pushed as hard as I could, watching it crawl across the chasm that separated it 
from my forefinger. I heard myself groaning as I screamed out in frustration in my mind, 
the gap slowly closing until- 

My eyes closed and I ground my teeth together. The pad of my thumb touched against 
the skin of my finger. I pressed it deeper, tilting the tip of it forward, concentrating all of 
my attention—you would have thought I was performing brain surgery on a hamster. It 
slid under the clasp. My chest collapsed in something like a laugh, and my eyes opened. I 
couldn’t let go, though—not yet. I pushed, feeling the microscopic ridge of the plastic 
casing grind against my thumbnail. Slowly, it climbed, shifting sideways, to the top of my 
index finger. Then it made a snap and flipped off into the mattress. 

To my left, the monitor squealed. I’d never heard a sweeter sound. It screamed that I’d 
flatlined, that it couldn’t measure my heartbeats anymore, because they had stopped. It 
screamed that I’d died. The silence of the hospital was broken and, soon, footsteps 
squeaked down the hall. A monitor had gone off at the nurses’ station, I knew. Aunt 
Winnie shifted on the couch. I breathed, let the darkness cover me, then sink away, then 
come back and sink away again. I laughed. 

The nurse came around the side of the bed and looked at the monitor, then to me. She 
gasped. That twitch pulled at the corner of my mouth again. I was smiling. 



“Oh Jesus, Haley,” I heard Aunt Winnie’s voice and looked down. She was sitting up, 
hand on the side of her head, pushing her hair out of her face. She started to cry.  

The nurse ran out of the room, pushing past Winnie as she made for the door. 
Winnie didn’t even notice, she came towards my bedside, sobbing, holding her hands 

over her mouth.  
She thinks I died, I realized. 
“Oh,” she said, her eyes widening as she saw mine. “Oh God. Oh Haley,” she reached 

out, her hand almost pulling her through the air to my pillow. “Haley, you’re-you’re-” her 
mouth opened and closed, not able to find the rest of the sentence. Her hand—warm, soft, 
and wrinkled—laid across my forehead and smoothed my hair. She kissed me, crying, 
bathing my face in hot tears. She fell to her knees, thanking God as she cried into my 
pillow beside my ear.  

I felt the tears welling up in my own eyes, streaming down the sides of my face, too. I 
wanted so much to just lay there and let her cry on me, but I couldn’t. I had to tell her 
about Nixon. I had to stop him. 

“Be-” my mouth bubbled the words, but they were so quiet. I tried again, “Be-” 
The door burst open with at least six nurses and an on-call doctor that I’d never met. 

He walked to the other side of the bed, knowing that he wasn’t about to be able to pry 
Aunt Winnie off of me. The nurses crowded around. Someone turned on the light and the 
room flashed white. My eyes slammed shut again. 

“Miss O’Shea,” the doctor said from my left. “Ma’am, do you mind if I talk with your 
daughter?” 

But Aunt Winnie didn’t hear him. She was lost in joy. 
“Ma’am? Ma’am?” 
“Yes,” I heard her sniff, moving her head away from my face and smoothing her hair 

back. “Yes, sorry. It’s just-” 
“I know,” he said as I blinked my eyes open again. “We are all very excited.” Then he 

tilted his head down and looked at me. “Haley? Can you hear me? My name is Doctor 
Edwards,” he said. “If you can hear me, blink twice.” 

The room sat in silence. 
I blinked, then blinked again. 
The creases on everyone’s foreheads went from down to up. 
“Haley, can you speak?” he asked. 
I breathed in, pushed my lips together and shoved the air through them. “Beth.” The 

word trailed out into a whisper. 
The nurses gasped, then cheered again. Some started talking to the others.  
Doctor Edwards looked at them and quieted them down. “What’s that?” he asked 

again, leaning his ear closer to my mouth. 
I tried again. “Beth.” The word was so clear in my head, but so faint when I tried to 

say it. 



He sat up with a frown on his face. Glancing at Aunt Winnie, he said, “Can you hear 
her?” 

I looked from his frown to her smile, and our eyes met. 
“Hi, Haley,” she said, stroking my face. 
“Hi,” I breathed. 
“What are you trying to say, dear?” She leaned down so that I could smell the 

lavender fabric softener on her shirt. 
“Beth,” I said again, starting to cry. Please somebody understand me. 
Aunt Winnie turned her head and looked at me with concern as she pulled her eyes 

from me to the doctor. She shook her head “no” and looked back at me. 
“Well,” he started to say, “we are not really sure what kind of conditio-” 
“Beth,” I said, then breathed in. “Beth. Beth. Beth.” I looked down at where the pulse 

oximeter was laying beside my hand. I made it through all this, I thought, just to let her 
die now. I moved my thumb, feeling it twinge when I flexed it. 

“Beth?” I heard Aunt Winnie’s voice. 
My eyes snapped back to hers. 
She was nodding, looking at me like I was toddler. “Beth?” I saw her hand point down 

to my fingers. She took my thumb in her hand and pointed to the nail. “Beth did your 
nails yesterday. Beth?” 

I smiled, or whatever a smile looked like on my face, but she recognized it and looked 
at the doctor. “Beth is her best friend.” 

“Remarkable,” he said, leaning back down to me. 
“Danger,” I tried to say, but it was too much. 
“What’s that?” he asked me. “That was something different,” he said, lifting his head 

to look around at the staff. 
“Kill,” I tried to say. My face was burning. This is taking too long. They’re going to 

give up. 
“Coo,” the doctor said. “Coo?” 
“Kill.” I looked at Winnie. 
“I don’t understand, Sweetheart.” 
“Kill,” I made my mouth form the sounds slowly as they whispered out. 
“Cool?” one of the male nurses suggested. 
“Yeah,” a young, blonde nurse nodded. “She likes the nail-polish.” 
The doctor relaxed and took a breath beside me. “Wow,” he said. “This is really 

something.” 
“No.” I said. “No.” My eyes squinted with the word. “Kill.” I closed my eyes and 

breathed out, then stopped breathing, to try and show them. 
Panic hit the room. Doctor Edwards was just about to call for the crash kit when I 

opened my eyes again and said, “Kill.” 



“Kill,” a young guy, who looked like he hadn’t slept in a week, said from the foot of 
the bed. 

“Kill Beth?” Aunt Winnie looked at me with concern. 
I scanned the nurses, looked at the doctor, back to Winnie, and then to the nurses 

again. “Sue,” I said. 
“Ryan, get over here,” Doctor Edwards said to the guy who had figured out I was 

trying to say “kill”. “You know what she’s saying?” 
“Sue,” I said again. 
“Soup?” he asked. 
I breathed. “Sue.” 
“Sue.” 
I tried to tilt my head in a nod. 
“Sue.” 
I pushed the air in my throat so that it made a grunting sound and nodded again. 
“Rosie,” I let the word come out slowly. 
“Rosie,” he said. 
I grunted again and nodded. The blood was pushing through my veins, making my 

head spin. I felt the eyes of everyone in the room on me. 
“Nurse,” I said. 
He looked back over his shoulder at the blonde girl, who was now leaning over him. 
“I think she said, ‘Nurse’,” the girl said. 
Ryan looked back at me. “Sue. Rosie. Nurse,” he said, then his eyes went wide. The 

other nurses caught on too. “She’s talking about the nurses,” he said to Dr. Edwards, 
who’s eyes went up. “Sue Ramirez and Rosie Hanlan.” 

“Did she know them?” Edwards asked Aunt Winnie. 
“Not that I know of,” Aunt Winnie answered. “Not until she was brought here.” 
“Sue had the early morning shift,” said the nurse who had come in and found me in 

the first place. She looked at me. “Rosie has the afternoon shift.” 
Ryan took over. “Sue was killed two weeks ago. It was on the news. Some psycho-

cult ritual. They found her body under a bridge. Rosie hasn’t shown up for work in a 
couple days either.” His eyes flashed wide, and he looked at me. “Killed,” he said. 

“Kill,” I said, my own eyes wide and head nodding with the word. “Beth.” 
“Beth killed them?” he asked. 
I breathed out, nudging my head to the left and right. 
“Maybe it’s a series,” an older black nurse said from the back of the room. 

“Chronological. Sue. Rosie. Beth. Somebody is killing these people one by one.” 
“Yeah, um, bu-” Dr. Edwards said, trying to get control of the group as everyone in 

the room started talking at once. 
“What about Eddie? The cops said it wasn’t a suicide,” one of the nurses shouted. “Do 

you think-“ 



“Listen,” Ryan said interrupting her, “it makes sense. Sue and Rose were both nurses 
here. Sue was found. The Feds say that it’s a serial killer. All he’d have to do is wait 
around here, and he’d have met Rosie too. It could be anybody. Rosie’s gone, and 
nobody’s heard from her. And Eddie-”  

While he talked, I glanced back at Aunt Winnie. She was smiling softly, but a line had 
formed in between her eyebrows as she looked at me. She looked into my eyes. “I think I 
should call Beth,” she said. 

I nodded. 
She left. 



Shirley

The engine of the Suzuki TU250 I was riding whined at six thousand RPMs under me.  
Cars whipped by as I slalomed past on the crowded highway. I had thirty-five miles to 

go, through New York City traffic, and every second I lost was one closer to Nick getting 
killed. My ribs ached, my neck throbbed, and my shoulder burned. In my mind, between 
tail-lights and turn-signals, I thought about Nick. I thought about Amal. Two kids were 
dying on either end of the highway. I'd left Amal bleeding out on the floor to try and get 
to Nick in time, but was it even possible to find him, to stop him? Had I made the right 
choice? Should I have stayed with Amal and just let Nick go? The questions buzzed by 
me like license plates—cryptic and disorienting. I could have called the cops and told 
them that Nick was carrying a bomb into Times’ Square. He would have blown it, though
—or they would have shot him dead in the street. I knew what to look for, and I was 
praying that, maybe, I could stop this whole thing without either of us getting killed or 
going to jail. 

I tried to push those questions back by going over what Al Bayati had told me—to 
make some sense of everything. All these months, ever since I’d woken up, I’d thought I 
was unraveling. I’d thought I was finally losing it, going down the same dark road that 
my dad and my grandfather had disappeared on. I’d been seeing shadows of my past life, 
but, more than that, there were things that didn’t belong up there in my brain. I’d been 
seeing them too—the butterfly, the worms and oil in the pig’s belly. They’d programmed 
me. It was like wallpaper that had been painted over. Bits and pieces of the memories 
were hiding under the surface. Over the past few weeks, the paint had been chipping off 
here and there. I was seeing those subconscious suggestions in the real world. That was 
the only way I could explain what had been happening to me lately. It was either that or I 
really was crazy—maybe a little bit of both. It explained the six months where my 
comatose body got “lost”. Isaac was right, I thought, the cold air stinging the open slash 
down my forearm. The bastard had some impressive connections. They’d cleaned up the 
mess in Donegall Square that day, scraped my body off the street, and then put me back 
together like Humpty Dumpty, but with a new brain. How the fuck?  

I’d asked somebody, once, if brainwashing was even possible. It was some HUMINT 
collector who gave a talk to our Ranger unit a week before we shipped off to the sandbox 
for the second time. 

“Not fucking likely,” he said. “We and the Russians had a real hard-on for mind-
control programs between the fifties and seventies: MK Ultra and Delta, Project 
ARTICHOKE, Monarch. They did a lot of experimenting with LSD and other drugs to 
test whether an enemy agent could be completely reprogrammed against his own country. 
No jackpot on that slot machine. The best results they got were from a few crazies who 
were ready to kill before they ever entered the program. I say it didn’t work, but the 
Russian’s may have squeezed that lemon a little harder than us. If it had worked, though, 



I don’t think they would have wasted the tech. It would have been Invasion of the 
Bodysnatchers by Thursday.” 

Russians, I thought, twisting the throttle a little bit more on the handle of the 
motorcycle, but going just eight miles per hour over the speed limit. Bayati said the Serb 
wouldn’t be happy. Odds are, that guy was part of the Russian program back in the Cold 
War. 

“So, it’s not possible?” I’d asked the HUMINT collector, just wanting to make sure. 
I’d heard of a guy who’d been captured in Afghanistan switching sides. I didn’t want to 
be him. If I got caught, they were going to have to cut my friggin’ head off before I 
pointed the scope on my brothers—funny how that turned out. 

“Well, to a degree. It’s all about whether you cooperate with the process or not. First 
they’ve got to break you down till you’re nothing and you’ll believe anything they tell 
you just to make the pain stop. Then they make you a part of the group—make you feel 
like you’re finally home. They make everyone you know seem like they’re out to get you. 
Then they give you the mission.” 

“What about hypnosis or something like that?” I’d asked. 
“Yeah, hypnosis can work,” he said shrugging his shoulders, “but they can’t make you 

do something if it’s going to hurt you or make you betray your morals.” 
That was the key, I thought. At the stock exchange, I didn’t know I was going to kill 

anybody. In my mind, I was underwater—cold and foggy in the head. That jacket was a 
blanket. I needed it to make me warm. They’d programmed that part in, flipping my 
perception so that I thought I was meeting a primal need. 

I cut between the trunk of a Ford Explorer and the hood of a silver Mercedes S-Class. 
The horn of the Mercedes perked up behind me, the driver yelling, “Watchit Fuck-O!”  

I swerved across two lanes and pulled into the toll lane, fighting the urge to cut the 
two cars ahead of me and blast through the toll gate. 

“Come on. Come on,” I said. 
Miriam Al-Hamsi’s face came into my mind. They did the same thing to her. I 

remembered her eyes, distant and glazed. She had screamed and run from me. She ran to 
the bomb. They’d made her think it was something else, too. LSD? I thought. Drugs? I 
remembered the taxi as Lincoln tunnel slid up in front of me—the screeching sound and 
the flies filling the cab. It’s part old school brainwashing, part hypnosis. The gears 
clicked in my mind. Amal tracks them. Bayati watches them, then the taxi driver activates 
the sleepers. But how do they pick them in the first place? When do they program them? I 
glanced down at the speedometer. “Shit,” I said, noticing that the fuel gauge was almost 
empty. The dim light of dusk waited for me at the end of the tunnel. I burst into it and 
gunned the throttle. A mile down the road, a Shell came up on the right. I swerved in, 
tanked up on gas, paid in cash and bought a pack of Camels and a lighter. 

A minute later, I turned onto Eighth with a stick tucked between my teeth and the 
wind beating at my ears. There was a tune playing somewhere in the back of my mind. I 



couldn’t place it, but the voice that sang it was—foreign. I felt like I was fishing, 
throwing lines out into the glassy waters of my mind just hoping I could snag that big one
—that memory that would make everything make sense. 

Al Bayati was Haqqani or ISIS—some Muslim extremist group anyway. Isaac wasn’t 
fighting for them, though. Isaac was a true believer. He was IRA and wasn’t going to 
dirty his hands in anybody else’s battles until he won his own. But they were working 
together. Sharing resources? “Common interest,” Bayati had said. It seemed like I had as 
many new questions as I had answers. Gordon, I thought, passing a silver Ford Escape. 
Gordon and Oran know. Then I realized it. They’d known all along. They’d fucked with 
my head, then sent me on a bread-trail just to put me into Bayati’s hands. If he hadn’t 
stabbed Amal, I would have thought Amal had set me up. Bayati picked me up after I met 
with Amal, I thought. Were they watching him or watching me? What if Nick isn’t even 
here? I realized that I might be driving straight into another trap. What if they go after 
Haley or Winnie? The thought almost made me jerk the handlebars and head back to 
Jersey. They wouldn’t, though—at least I hoped not. There was nothing more they could 
do to hurt my family. I’d already done all the damage that could be done. 

One last thought flashed through my mind, though, before I blazed through a yellow-
light. Erin and Bernie took me in. They sent me after Nick. Did they know? 

That’s when a ten-year-old, white, Volkswagen Jetta cut in front of me, and I almost 
became a bumper sticker on its backside. 

“Fuckin’ watch it!” I yelled, almost losing the cigarette between my lips, and 
swerving into the gap between the driver’s side door and the car next to him. I twisted the 
throttle. The bike jerked and I cruised up between the two cars. I looked over to see the 
driver pull the wheel towards me. The gap closed as my back tire edged in front of his 
bumper and the Jetta slammed into the side of the other car. I looked back to see a man 
with a black beard and dark eyes gripping the steering wheel. The bumper on the other 
car twisted with a groan as its tires screeched to a stop in the middle of the street. The 
man with the beard gunned his engine, picking up speed behind me. Behind him, three 
motorcycles and a Subaru Forester came out of another turn. On the back of each of the 
bikes was a delivery box that read Habibti. 

“Shit,” I said, twisting the gas and launching my Suzuki into a full sprint. They’d 
followed me from the restaurant. Twenty other thoughts crammed into my head. The first 
was, how did they find me? I spit out the cigarette and realized, the craving. They put that 
in me to track me. Every time I bought a pack, they were watching. No. That’s just 
paranoid. The next thought was that the cops hadn’t gotten to the restaurant in time. I 
hoped that these guys had just scrambled after me the moment I left, but they might have 
had time to get Al Bayati out. I lost the breath in my lungs. Amal. I didn’t have time to 
think, though. The Jetta came charging up behind me, its engine hissing under the hood. I 
cut over two lanes and put a delivery truck between us. On my left, an opening to an alley 



was coming up. I pinched the brake and turned the handle, the bike sliding sideways, but 
picking up straight again when I pulled back on the gas and shot into the alley.  

It spilled into a parking lot. I blurred past rows of cars and cut through the gate going 
north, the direction I had been going in the first place. That’s when the Jetta busted out of 
a side street on my left. I leaned hard to the right, knee almost scraping the ground. The 
back of the bike skidded, slamming me sideways into the driver’s door. He pulled out a 
Glock, and I hit the throttle, jerking forward. He followed. I looked in the mirror to see 
the Forester. Three bikes shot out from behind him. They herded me through the empty 
street. I cut across the next road and into an abandoned lot. The two cars fanned out, 
taking the streets to the right and left of the lot. The bikes stayed on my tail. There were 
two mounds of dirt ahead of me. The first rose up ten feet. The next, fifteen. The Forester 
raced along the left edge of the lot, trying to beat me to the other side. The Jetta had taken 
a street to the right of the lot. The three bikes were gaining on me. One had crept up close 
enough to clutch at me. I swerved to the right just as I reached the first mound. He hit it, 
expecting to take me with him, but realizing I wasn't there just a little too late. He was 
leaning too far as the front of his bike hit a rock in the mound of dirt. The bike flipped 
back over front, tossing him into the pile before it cartwheeled over the side.  

The guy on my left swerved around the mound and came at me from my left. The last 
biker had hung back a little, but was flooring it at me from back in the lot as I rounded 
the smaller mound and made for the larger one. Through the chain-link fence to my right, 
I could hear the engine and see the headlights of the Jetta racing along beside me.  

I passed the gap between the mounds and saw the second biker charging at me from 
the left. I gunned it just as he was about to T-bone me, and the bike jerked up the mound. 
He passed within a foot behind me and crossed the path of the last biker who was on my 
tail. I rocketed off the top of the mound, standing forward on the pegs, then leaned back 
once I was airborne. On the other side, I could see the Forester on my left cutting up the 
street towards me. On the right, the Jetta had just edged out from behind the fence. He hit 
his brakes. I soared over the road, passing above the Forester. The biker behind me hadn't 
taken the hill so well. I guess his buddy cutting in front of him had thrown off his 
concentration. He tumbled over the top, losing his bike in the air.  

I slammed down on the other side of the road and held on a second before I lost 
control of the handle and slipped sideways over the bar. Rolling off the bike, I saw the 
second biker hit the roof of the Forester. His bike went wheel first through the 
windshield. The SUV didn't lose any speed. It barreled into the Jetta waiting at the top of 
the street. I spun into another pile of dirt on the far side of the road. A cloud of dust went 
up around me. Through it, I made out the tangle of headlights and tail-lights from the 
bike and two cars. I pushed myself up and ran over to the bike, my hip and shoulder 
feeling the pain with every step. When I pulled it up and tried the ignition, it jerked to life 
like Frankenstein's monster. I looked at the clock on a bank across the street. 5:41. I had 
nineteen minutes.  



Haley

The window was still open. Outside, sirens barked in little bursts. I'd been awake for a 
few hours. I couldn't close my eyes. I never wanted to sleep again. Part of me was so 
excited about seeing the world around me after so long of living in darkness. The other 
part was scared that if I ever fell asleep, I'd be trapped, again, behind my eyelids. 

"There you go, Haley," Kelly said, pulling the needle out of my IV line and laying it 
on the tray next to my bed. "And another." She picked up the next syringe and gave me a 
dose of antibiotics. The way I woke up, talking about murder and all, they said it might 
be the slight fever I was having and were afraid I might have an infection. They had 
Kelly dose me with antibiotics, this season’s flu vaccine, and another mild sedative to 
keep me calm—and keep me from freaking all the nurses out, I think.  

She hadn't been as talkative since I'd woken up. Just the day before, when Shirley had 
come into the room, she’d been pouring out a stream of words as thick as maple syrup. 
Now, she barely made eye-contact with me. 

I still couldn't speak much, but I'd gained a little more motion in my hand. I fingered 
the remote control lying beside me, changing the channel to a news station. I wanted to 
see their faces. I needed to know if it was real or not. 

The lady at the desk was replaced by a shot of a hospital. The building read, "St. 
Francis Medical Center.” 

Kelly looked at the TV. "Wait, Haley. Turn that up." 
I mashed the volume arrow and the voices rose over a blare of more sirens growing in 

the distance. 
"...where just this morning, police arrived on the scene to discover the body of 

hospital pharmacist, Edward Higgs," the lady said. The image of the hospital was 
replaced by a photo of Edward. “The body was discovered by maintenance staff on the 
roof when the building's air conditioning stopped working. Police are withholding any 
further details until they have a better assessment of the situation at hand, we have been 
told, but stay with us for live coverage as the story unfolds. 

"Oh my God. That’s right,” Kelly said, staring at the TV, then looking at me. Shirley. I 
knew she was thinking it. He had been in here last night asking for Edward. 

Maybe she hadn’t made the connection earlier, but now…Kelly's big, brown eyes 
searched mine like she was asking me, "Did you know why Shirley was looking for 
Eddie?" and "If I tell them I saw him, will you tell my secret?" I didn't know what to 
think either, so I just looked back at the TV.  

The screen changed to an online banking commercial, then a TV spot for the news 
channels latest "hard-hitting", "honest", and "unbiased" interview segment with the head 
of NSA over the slew of recent shootings, bombings and poisonings. Ironically, a 
McDonald's ad ran after that. There was no food in it. Just a video montage of the sixty 



years of McDonald's history and their non-profit work. It was obvious—a public relations 
ad to help people forget the poisoning and trust the company again. 

Then the camera panned to the newscaster as she said, "Welcome back. For those of 
you who are just joining us, the body of, hospital employee, Edward Higgs was found 
this morning on the roof of St. Francis Medical Center in Trenton. Police are on the scene 
and say that an investigation is well underway. We do know that this is the second 
hospital employee found under unusual circumstances in the past few weeks." 

Kelly looked at me, her brow wrinkled. 
"The body of Susan Ramirez, a nurse at St. Francis, was discovered under the 

Calhoun Street Bridge mutilated and placed in a manner that suggested ritualistic killing." 
A picture of Sue came up on screen. She was smiling in her scrubs, a little mole on the 
top of her cheek. With her hair pulled back and her face beaming, she didn’t look any 
older than twenty-three. I felt like someone had ripped out my heart. Sue, I thought.  

The reporter continued, "Detectives suspect that Miss Ramirez was the latest in a 
string of murders attributed to the killer who has come to be known as the West Virginia 
Vampire. The bodies of Denise Saunders and Allorie Lang were the first to be found.” 
With each name, a new photo came up. Katherine McMillan had a face that looked like 
she’d had some rough days, but she’d had two kids to fight for. Kristine Eichman was a 
youth pastor at a small church, where they’d been holding a prayer vigil for her every 
night until her body had been found. Hope Jackson had the happiest smile I’d ever seen. 
The faces took the place of each other. They were different, unique women. Some were 
mothers. Others were students. One was a teacher, and another worked at the checkout 
counter at CVS. They all bore physical similarities. They were all cursed, murdered 
because they looked like me. 

Kelly looked from the screen to me again. I think she made the connection. "Oh my 
God," she said again, and ran from the room. 

“Doctor Samuel Creighton, a criminalist at NYU is joining me today in the studio," 
the anchor said. “Doctor Creighton, is it possible that this new development, the body of 
Edward Higgs being discovered, could be linked to Sue Ramirez' murder and the deaths 
of the other eight victims?" 

"Well, the pattern is a strange one, Mary,” Creighton leaned forward, his hair well-
greased and his dark rimmed glasses propped up on his thick nose. 

This guy is loving the spotlight, I thought, a chance to be the expert. 
"Up until Miss Ramirez, the victims followed a similar type. They were blonde, blue 

or green-eyed, relatively fit women. This is usually the case with serial killers. They have 
a type. It's psychological, driven by their fantasies or out of a need for revenge." 

"Right," Mary cut in, "and, discounting the two West Virginia women, the first eight 
victims fit that type, but Miss Ramirez did not." 

"That's correct," Creighton said. "And Mr. Higgs most certainly does not." 



Well, maybe he's not a complete jackass, I thought. Shirley wasn't killing these people. 
If Sue and Higgs got lumped in with them and Kelly told the cops that Sue was my nurse 
and that Shirley asked for Higgs before Higgs was found dead, I knew that Shirley was 
going to be their primary suspect. 

"So, what are you suggesting? That these are separate events?" Mary asked. 
"That's a possibility. Another, more terrifying, possibility is that this serial killer is 

branching out, not selecting by type anymore, but by convenience. But what I really think 
is that we're looking at the work of a copycat killer." 

"A copycat killer." 
"Yes, a copycat. In the case of Susan Ramirez, she was found in the exact same 

condition as the other women. Either it is the same killer or someone who admires him." 
"You say 'him'," Mary said. 
"Well, statistically, ninety percent of serial killers are male—white males.” 
"I see." 
"Yes, but we will have to find out the conditions of Mr. Higgs' death before we can 

make an affirmative claim of that conclusion,” Creighton admitted 
"Of course." 
"It is an unusual coincidence for two people from the same hospital to be found under 

suspicious circumstances so close together, however." 
I clicked off the TV. Bullshit. You guys are looking in the wrong direction. Now this is 

all screwed up. 
I stared at the IV line running down into my wrist. All those women. I remembered 

Nixon's thumb turning white on the syringe as he squeezed the last drop of Rosie's blood 
into my veins. Rosie. They haven’t found her yet. That's three people dead at the same 
hospital. Shirley didn't have anything to do with Sue and Rosie. I knew that. What about 
Higgs, though? Shirley lied about knowing him. He was the last person to see him. He's 
been so different since he came back. Could he have killed Higgs? Why? 

The needles of the three empty syringes pricked at my vision. I slid my hand over the 
remote. It was amazing how much movement I was getting back. I thought I would have 
been crippled. I thought I would have been in a coma for the rest of my life for that 
matter. I felt like a baby trying to get control of my limbs for the first time. I had been 
concentrating since I'd woken up the day before. I moved my thumb, then my fingers. 
After three hours, I had relearned how to move my wrist. Every time I tried, I had to rest 
and breathe for five minutes afterwards, because it was so mentally, physically, and 
emotionally exhausting. Othello had come in after I woke up and given me some 
exercises to do. He looked at me as he held my arm and moved my elbow up and down. 
His hands on my wrist made my skin feel like it was made of lightning bugs, sparking up 
under his touch. I got a few words out, like "Thank you" and “Tamika”. My throat was so 
dry and the lack of use had made the muscles of my mouth and around my larynx relax 
and atrophy. When I said “Tamika”, Othello shook his head, smiling a sad smile. 



"I think I moved too fast for her," he said. "Wait, how did you-?" 
I smiled. 
He worked with me for an hour till I was sore, asking me about what it was like. I 

couldn't really answer him, but I tried. 
"Trying's all you can do, right?" he said. "It's all that matters. If you don't try, then you 

never will." 
So I tried. I tried to curl my toes. I tried to sit up, but I couldn't. I tried to bend my 

elbow on my own. Struggling, I could get it off the mattress for a few seconds before it 
started shaking. 

I looked at the syringes, hooking my fingers on the bedrail, twisting my hand between 
the bars to rest it. Slowly, it climbed up to the tray on top of the table. I was sweating, 
beads traced down into my eye. I focused, clearing my mind of everything else but the 
needle. My hand came over the edge and laid on the tray with a clatter. It slid toward the 
edge, but I turned my wrist down and my fingers stopped it. I walked them forward till 
my hand rolled over the largest syringe, then pulled my fingers back towards me. The 
syringe rolled off the tray and onto the table. I wrapped my fingers around it and let my 
arm drop, exhausted. My hand fell off the table and back onto my bed, the needle 
stabbing into my leg. 

I started to scream, but bit down on my tongue to stop myself.  "Hnnnnn," I heard 
myself say as the pain coursed through my body. Slowly, I edged it up out of my leg, 
every inch, feeling the tug of the needle on my muscle and skin. When it finally came 
out, it left a burning circle on my thigh. I sniffed. My face was hot. I slid the needle under 
my hand and closed my eyes. 



Shirley

I came into Times Square on Seventh, passing a Marriott and heading for Times 
Square One, the building where the ball drops every New Year’s Eve. It was five fifty. 
Ten minutes.  

A busload of Korean tourists were getting off in front of me. An old lady backed into 
the street with her eye in the viewfinder of a camera, while her family shouted at her from 
the curb. I swerved past her. On my left, they had blocked off a section of the square for 
some kind of mass-exercise event. “Zumba in the Square,” a banner read. 

I wondered what Isaac and Bayati had planned for this one. If they want casualties, 
Nick will be in the crowd. I scanned for him, the image of him, a kid in skinny jeans and 
shaggy brown hair, at the front of my mind. One guy in the Zumba group fit that 
description, but when he turned, swiveling his hips and pumping his arms, I saw it wasn’t 
Nick. Nick would stand out, I thought, rolling up beside a flower delivery truck. Miriam’s 
eyes had been glassed over. I’d been walking in a daydream. There’s no way someone 
whose mind had been wiped would be cha-cha-ing and gyrating along with that group. I 
scanned the fringes. Cops were spaced at intervals down the sidewalk, keeping an eye on 
things, but trying not to draw attention to themselves. I didn’t spot Nick, so I kept rolling 
down Seventh, glancing down side streets. 

The square was thick with people. It was gonna to be impossible to find him. My 
fingers gripped the handles harder. Nine minutes. I looked down the road. Times’ Square 
One rose like a lighthouse in a sea of advertising. How did that go? “Send me your tired, 
your hungry, your poor… and I will feed them BigMacs, lock them into a low-interest 
auto-loan, and melt their brains with weekly cop-dramas on television?” Something like 
that anyway. I thought of the 9/11 attacks. The Twin Towers had been symbols. Strike the 
tower, kill the bystanders, and leave witnesses to spread the horror around the nation. I 
pulled back on the throttle, and the bike lurched forward. 

As the building grew in front of me, I realized how much worse this attack was going 
to be. A Chase bank sat on the right. Beside it was a Thomas Reuters news service, 
making sure that this was going to get immediate coverage while the panic was fresh. 
That wasn’t the end of it. Sitting at the base of Times’ Square One was an NYPD station 
with big neon lights over each letter like it was a diner or something. On the other side of 
the crosswalk was a recruitment center for the US Armed forces. Both were well within 
the blast radius of the kind of bomb that Miriam brought into Daisydale. I parked the bike 
and jogged to the crosswalk, looking for Nick or any of Bayati’s men, who I knew were 
going to be watching. Nothing caught my eye. I stepped under an American flag 
constructed out of burning neon lights that sat on the side of the US Army recruitment 
center, and I stood at the crosswalk, waiting for the light to change.  

People lined the pavement: an old man and his granddaughter, three Italian nuns, men 
and women in business suits, a couple of backpackers. Four high-schoolers stood beside 



me, laughing at a video that one of them was showing on their phone. On the other side 
of the crosswalk, the crowd had grown too. They were coming up from a subway 
entrance ten feet to the left—multi-ethnic, multi-demographic; everybody was going to 
be a part of the big show. A man with a bicycle leaned on the light post talking with a 
woman in jogging gear. Behind them was young guy in a grey hoodie listening to 
headphones. On the left were a group of Nigerians talking loudly and two Asian women 
glancing over their shoulders at the men with a look of concern on their face. The light 
turned from red to green. People filtered through each other as they crossed the street. I 
started to, but realized that the guy in the grey hoodie wasn’t moving. He stepped up to 
the light and held onto it, staring down at a phone in his hand. I studied him. 

The front edge of a shaved hairline peeked from under the hoodie while he looked 
down at the phone. Its blue light glowed on his face, showing the off-set ridge of a nose 
that I knew. I remembered thinking, when I first met him, that either his dad or his older 
brother had broken it when he was a kid. 

“Nick,” I called across the street. 
He looked up as the light changed back to red. 
His eyes were sunken, ringed by red skin. He saw me, and they widened. His mouth 

dropped open. 
The mob of Korean tourists I had seen earlier crowded around me. Nick started to say 

something, then looked around, forehead tensed up, like he was trying to figure out what 
billboard was broadcasting this image of me. “You-,” he started, “you’re-I killed you.” 
He was barely loud enough to hear, but I could read his lips. 

I shook my head. “They didn’t let me die.” 
“But I shot you.” Fear was pulling his face in five different directions. “I watched you 

fall.” 
“Yeah,” I said. “I remember that.” I felt a prick of heat in my shoulder where his first 

bullet had hit me. People around Nick started to look at him. The Koreans on my side 
talked to each other over my shoulder. 

That’s when I noticed something was wrong. Something was different about this 
scenario. He’s wearing shoes, I thought. He’s talking to me. He’s conscious. I felt my 
breath thin. “Don’t do it, Nick,” I said.  

That was probably the wrong thing to say. It tore him away from the last memory he 
had of me and slammed him back into the present. His expression hardened. 

A minivan passed in front of us. When it cleared, he had raised his hand up to the iPod 
Nano clipped to his jacket. The wire that ran from the Nano into the hoodie was black. 
The wire on the headphones he wore was white. 

“Nick,” I raised my voice and held up my hand. 
"What the fuck?!" he wheezed, looking from side to side. “They told me you were 

dead,” he said again. 



"They lied,” I said. “They lied to me too. They lied to all of us. They're using you 
Nick, just like they tried to use me. Whatever they told you this was going to solve, it's 
not." 

“They didn’t ask me to do this, Shirley. I wanted this," he said, fingers running over 
the button on the MP3 player. "I asked for this. No one's lying here, Shirley. Everything's 
as real-fucking-honest as it is ever going to be." 

"Why?" 
"Because you killed them, you fucking dolt!" he started shaking, tears forming in his 

eyes. "I thought you were with us. Isaac loved you. You fucking betrayed him. And my 
brother." 

"Then deal with me." 
"I tried that." 
"I know. Try it again. These people having nothing to do with us, Nick. You want to 

revenge? I get that. I'm the one who shot your brother, not that little girl." I pointed to a 
kid who was watching us while the rest of her family tried to take a portrait in front of the 
square. She tugged at her mom's arm and pointed to us while a row of tour busses 
jammed up the street to our right. 

Nick and I looked back at each other. "Isaac had a plan, Shirley," he said. "He was 
going to get our country back.” 

"He was going to hurt a lot of people to do it,” I said. 
“People get hurt, Shirley. That’s the price of war,” he answered, looking unsure, 

though. 
I heard a shutter snap. 
“Soldiers pay that price, Nick. These people aren’t soldiers.” 
He looked around. Half the crowd was oblivious to us. The other half didn’t know 

what to make of what was happening. Five of the Korean tourists had their phones out, 
taking photos like it was an improvised Broadway-on-the-street performance. 

"This isn't going to bring them back, Nick. I'm sorry. I’m sorry about your brother, but 
I couldn't let him start a war.” 

"So, you gonna be sorry about me too, then, Shirley?" 
"No. Because you're not going to push that button. You are not your brother." 
"I've already killed, Shirley. I killed you. I’ve got your blood on my hands.” 
I wondered, for a second, if he thought I was a ghost. "But you didn’t,” I said. 
“Tried to. It's the same fucking thing.” 
"No. You're still clean, Nick. You can leave this thing before it destroys you." 
"It's too late for that." 
"Nick, you're not hearing m-" 
"No, you're not fucking hearing me, Shirley!" he shouted, reaching up and unzipping 

the hoodie. Underneath, thirty packs of Semtex lined his suicide vest. He tapped the 
cellphone that was strapped to the center of his chest. 



The mother of that little girl screamed, and people started running. 
“Shit,” I said. A cellphone meant that Nick wasn’t the only detonator. That’s why he’d 

been looking around. He knew Bayati’s guys were watching from somewhere, waiting to 
see if he’d blow the vest or if they needed to do it for him.  

I didn’t know why they hadn’t done it already. Maybe the busses had blocked their 
view and they were working around to get a better look before they made the call. It 
didn’t matter. I had to get Nick somewhere that the signal couldn’t reach him. I jumped 
off the curb and slid over the hood of a taxi, then sprinted past a garbage truck and 
grabbed Nick just as three cops came out the door of the Police Station. I drove Nick 
back ten steps and to the right while the garbage truck covered us from the view of the 
street and launched us both over the railing down to the subway platform below. We hit 
the divider between two escalators ten feet down, my burnt shoulder slamming first, then 
the top of my head, gashing open on the steps. Nick landed on me and slid off onto the 
steps as we descended. He moaned, then struggled to get his hand out from where it was 
pinned under my body. I looked up, seeing people rushing away from us, tripping over 
each other trying to get back up the escalator as it pulled them down to hell. Then blood 
dripped down into my eye. 

Nick got his hand free and reached for the detonator, but I grabbed his wrist and 
pushed it back behind his head. 

“Let go, you fucking bastard,” he said, squirming, tears beating a path out of his eyes. 
“Nick,” I said through the noise of people yelling and shoving each other out of the 

way. “Nick, listen.” 
He screamed, trying to pull his hand free. 
“Bernie needs you, Nick. Erin too.” 
He punched me in the ribs. The kid wasn’t a fighter. Still, with as many beatings as 

I’d taken in the past 24 hours, it felt like taking a straight from Mike Tyson. I grunted. 
“Don’t do this to them,” I said and pushed my foot against the heel of his shoes to 

slide them off of him.  
The escalator flattened out at the bottom, and we rolled onto the tile floor. I picked 

him up by the jacket and hauled him deeper into the tunnel while he fought to get his 
arms free. His hand touched the nano. I threw an elbow into his jaw without letting go of 
the jacket. He went limp for a second, and I tripped over his leg, throwing him ahead of 
me and landing, face down, three feet from him. Behind and ahead of us, people were 
scattering. I heard cops shouting from the top of the escalator, trying to push their way 
through. I grabbed Nick and threw him over the turnstile. He flopped on the floor, and I 
fell on him. When I turned around, a cop was waiting for me. He had a Sig Sauer P226 
leveled at me. 

“Look, officer,” I said. “This kid’s got a-” I ducked low before I finished the sentence. 
He pulled the trigger. I came up with a hand under his elbow, then put a knee in his ribs. I 



stepped around behind him, grabbing his arm and putting a hand on his shoulder, shoving 
his face into the floor. 

“NYPD,” someone else shouted. 
I turned around and saw another cop. Five more were running down the escalators 

behind me. 
“Don’t move!” the cop said, but he wasn’t talking to me.  
Nick limped deeper into the subway. 
“I said, ‘don’t fuckin’ move’!” He didn’t know what to do. He had his buddy 

unconscious on the floor by me. Then he had a kid limping away from him. He couldn’t 
keep his gun on both of us. He waited while the other cops raced down the stairs to close 
the gap. When he looked from me to Nick, I stepped to the side. The cops behind me 
shouted. He turned back as I rushed him and threw a bare-knuckled hook right into his 
jaw. He stumbled. His grip loosened. I swatted the gun out of his hand, and took off after 
Nick, shouts ordering me to freeze. I swung around a pillar as a shot cracked off, then slid 
between two billboards and hopped a bench. Nick was standing on the platform ahead, 
looking down at the rails, thumb flicking against his index finger. Past him, at the other 
end of the platform, more police were pushing past a crowd that rushed up the stairs. 

“Nick!” I shouted. 
He looked over his shoulder at me. A weight was pulling down his eyes. 
I stopped running five feet from him. Footsteps clattered off the tiles behind me. It 

was over, I knew. “Nick, don’t.” 
He stood there, drowning inside, getting sucked into the whirlpool. “I’m sorry,” he 

said.  
The first cop stepped up over my shoulder. “Hands in the air,” he shouted. 
I lifted mine slowly, but didn’t turn around. “Put your hands up, Nick,” I said. 
His shoulders sagged, the jacket covering the vest. 
“Nick. You’re not your brother,” I said. “Be better than him.” 
“Get your hands up,” the cop said again. Another one joined him, huffing, and 

repeating the order. 
Nick, eyes as wide as the tunnel we were standing in, slowly lifted his wrists. The 

jacket parted like a curtain, showing the packs of Semtex and the cellphone strapped to 
his chest. 

“Oh God,” I heard the cop say. 
I turned and looked back at the two. The one closest to me was young—probably a 

rookie. His finger pressed onto the trigger of his Smith and Wesson 5946. “No!” I 
shouted. “No. Wait!” 

The hammer lifted off the firing pin of the gun. 
I threw myself at Nick, arms open to grab ahold of him. 
He watched me fly towards him. There was a flash; then light and heat hit me.  



Haley

When I opened my eyes again, the hospital was in chaos. From the open window 
came the smell of burning rubber. Two nurses rushed past the open door to my room, and 
I heard shouting down the hall. I thumbed the remote by my hand. The TV clicked on. 
Whatever was happening in the hospital couldn't have been as bad as what was 
happening in Times' Square, because every channel had an image of the square on it and 
none of them were covering the hospital anymore.  

My hand found the syringe I'd tucked under it and started to fidget with it, pulling the 
stopper back and pushing it forward, while I watched the static images in front of me. 
The road around the square had been blocked off and police lights were mingling with the 
LED billboards broadcasting Lion King and Victoria Secret and Toshiba. 

What now? I wondered, laying the needle back under my wrist and pressing the 
volume button. 

"...we're hearing is that two men began an argument here, just at the base of Times' 
Square One, right in front of the police station," came a man's voice. "Bystanders thought 
it was a street performance, at first, but when the younger man opened his jacket, he was 
wearing, what appeared to be, a bomb made up of explosives and a cellphone detonator.” 

The image cut to a view from a helicopter above, showing the barricades blocking the 
flow of traffic and people lined up around them. 

"It was at that moment that the other man ran across oncoming traffic and grabbed the 
younger one, throwing them both over the guardrail into the subway below." 

There was movement at the door to my room. I looked over. Nixon stood, staring at 
me. His long fingers scratched his leg through his khakis. The blood stopped in my veins, 
and I lost what the reporter was saying on TV. Nixon smiled, his eyes widening. He 
hesitated for a second, then came in, closing the door behind him. I watched him walk up 
to my bed, dressed in a long-sleeve, pink and white gingham shirt, carrying a paper bag 
and a bottle of Yoohoo. He set them both on the stand beside my bed. Then he sat down. 
“I just-,” he said and then laughed, hoarsely. “Lands. I heard you was awake, and I had to 
get over here first thing.” 

Outside, the siren of a fire-engine whined. It blew its horn.  
Nixon looked at the window, a smile twitching at the corner of his mouth. “Had to get 

in here, you know. Couldn’t think of how to get passed all them police and nurses. Then I 
saw your Aunt Winnie’s car.” 

I felt the fear spread out of my chest like cracks on the surface of an icy lake. 
Nixon watched my eyes. “No, not that,” he said. “I just set a fire to it.” 
My head wheeled. 
“I can’t believe this is real—that this is a real moment we two are sharin’,” Nixon 

said, ignoring the panic written on my face. 
I tried to say something, but the air just scratched my throat. 



“Looks like your brother’s got hisself in a peck of trouble,” Nixon nodded at the TV. 
His accent was stronger. 

An image of Shirley’s face from his driver’s license sat, frozen on the screen. Oh no, I 
thought, as the sound of the reporter’s voice came through my daze. 

“-a man named Shirley O’Shea in connection with the death of Edward Higgs 
reported earlier this morning.” 

The volume turned down. 
I looked back to Nixon, who was leaning forward in his seat, smelling like sour 

chocolate and cinnamon. He had his hand beside mine, finger pressing down on the 
remote button. 

“Reckon me and him ain’t so different,” he said, bunching up his lips. “Don’t know 
why he did it: killed that pharmacist, tried to bomb New York. Probably wasn’t love, 
though. Probably wasn’t thinking about you, either. I’m sorry ‘bout that bad news. You 
mind I turn this off?” 

My neck was stiff, locked in place with terror. I felt my breathing. It was shallow and 
quick. 

The TV clicked to a black screen. 
“I hope you understand, Haley,” he said, his eyes widening like an owls, “why I done 

what I done, I mean. I couldn’t lose you, not never. I just had this feeling it would work—
bring you back some part of the way.” 

My chest collapsed, and the air rushed out of my nose. 
Nixon pressed his lips together. “Beth,” he started to say, reaching into his pocket and 

taking out a pack of Red Hots. He shook one out and crunched down on it, then placed 
the box on the table by the bed. 

Beth what? Finish what you were saying, you bastard. 
He reached onto the stand and took the Yoohoo, twisting the cap off. “That one’s a 

screamer, ain’t she?” 
My eye stayed on the paper bag. Her blood, I thought. That’s where it is. That’s where 

you have it. Oh Beth, I’m so sorry. 
He took a sip of the chocolate and set it back on the stand. “I guess that don’t matter, 

now, anyways,” he said. “I’ll finish that up soon. Right now,” he put his hand on top of 
my hand. His cold fingers found the cracks between mine. “We just got us, don’t we?” He 
stared into my eyes for a long moment. 

My heart felt like it was dead in my chest, but my mind was playing a game of “red-
light, green light”. It would stop and go, pulling me down different tracks of thought. It 
was my fault they were dead. He’d killed them for me. Could I stop him? Would anyone 
believe me if I told them? 

“You probably won’t see me for a time,” he said, his eyes dipping. “People here’s 
wound up tighter than a gnat’s ass stretched over a rain-barrel. I reckon they’ll be 
watching you pretty closely, and I can’t go setting fire to a new car in the parking lot 



every time I want to touch your hand.” He stroked my finger with his. “I want you to 
know that I’ll be around.” He nodded, assuring me that he’d keep his word. He would be 
there. He would always be there. 

In my mind, I took control of my thoughts. I slowed my breathing. I pushed myself 
toward him, like a person in a canoe rowing towards a waterfall. I couldn’t live like that
—not with all he’d done. I felt the air push through my nose as my lungs beat, like oars in 
the water, rowing me towards him. 

“Kiss,” I said, tilting my chin towards him. 
His eyes widened, and the word nudged him back. His lips parted. I heard him 

wheeze. He stood, the stool sliding under him. His hand pressed down onto the mattress 
beside mine, supporting his weight as he leaned over me. 

I lifted my head and pushed my lips, dry and cracked, up into his. That first second 
felt like forever. Then I opened my mouth and pressed my tongue against his. He tasted 
like rotten milk and cinnamon and blood.  

He pressed his lips tighter against mine. “Oh, Momma,” he moaned, lost in the 
moment.  

My hand slid off the syringe laying beneath my wrist. I took it in my fingers as his 
mouth enveloped mine. I opened my eyes to see his shaggy brown hair hanging over his 
closed eyes. I wasn’t strong enough. I prayed for strength, but I knew I couldn’t reach his 
neck with the needle. My mind told me I couldn’t. My heart sagged with guilt. I glanced 
down at his hand beside mine, moaning. Jesus, forgive me. I’m sorry, I prayed. The 
needle pushed into the vein above his wrist, and he twitched. I pressed down on the 
stopper, pushing air through the needle. His eyes opened and locked onto mine. The 
rippling green pond around his pupil spread till there was only one small, black lily pad 
sitting in the center of its surface. 

Kill me, I thought. 
Without lifting his mouth off of mine, his lips spread into a smile. His eyes dilated, 

that black lilypad looming larger and larger till it almost swallowed up the pond. He 
kissed me harder. I pushed down on the plunger until it hit the end of the barrel with a 
tack. 

When Nixon pulled away, his lips were wet with my saliva. He looked down at his 
hand, where a drop of blood was pooling around the needle still embedded in it. 

Go on. Kill me, I thought, my eyes growing hot and watery. 
He stared at his wrist. Slowly, he reached down and pried my fingers off the syringe. 

"You believe in heaven, don’t you, Haley?" He looked back at me as he said my name, 
then to the wrist, while he backed the syringe out of it. “Momma never did. Said, 
'Heav'n's a wishing well at the mini-mall. You can spend your whole life throwing 
pennies into those troubled waters, but you ain't never getting' jack-shit in return'." 



I glanced down at the needle, its silver length with a thin coat of blood, as a tear slid 
down my cheek. "I'm sorry," I said, mostly to God, but some to Nixon. I knew I’d killed 
him already. 

"I believe heaven is a place of fierce love and holy passion," Nixon said, wiping his 
wrist on my sheet. "The things I done. I did them things for love." He laid the syringe on 
the table, then folded his hand under mine. "I reckon the good Lord, knowledgable as he 
is of that fact, would condescend to crackin' open them pearly gates for a sinner like me." 
He smiled, his eyes holding mine while he stroked my finger. "Don't matter, though, 
really. Heaven or hell, you and I are the same now." He leaned forward to kiss me again. I 
jerked away as much as I could. He wouldn't take what I wouldn't give him, though. His 
lips pressed on my forehead, cold and wet. "I'll keep a roast on, Haley," he whispered, 
"don't be long." 

"I'm sorry, but the police just-" Aunt Winnie's voice stopped in the doorway. 
Nixon turned to her, his left hand reaching onto the stand for the syringe. 
"Oh," Winnie said, stopping. 
She looked passed him and saw my eyes wide and my head shaking. 
Get out! I shouted in my head, forgetting I could speak. "Please," I said out loud. 
Nixon stood and walked towards her, smiling. "Hello ma'am," he said, putting out his 

right hand. “I believe we’ve met a time or two.” In his left, behind his back, he held the 
needle. 

Winnie was frozen. She knew he wasn't supposed to be there, but she didn't want to 
take her eyes off of me. 

"Run," I rasped, not knowing if she could even make out the words. 
Winnie reached out her hand to take Nixon's. 
He tripped, wheezed out a long breath. His eyes rolled back into his head, and he fell 

into her arms, dropping the syringe by her foot. 
Winnie caught him, falling back onto the couch with him. 
"Help!" she screamed while I cried. "Help!" 



Epilogue: Haley

"Feeding you their blood?" the detective squinted at me. He stopped scribbling on his 
notepad. It had taken me half an hour to get to that point, breathing out two and three 
word sentences, playing charades with the cop and two FBI detectives in the room. The 
lead detective—Keith was his name—looked at his partner, who stood at the foot of my 
bed. His name was Jake. He was a tall, dark-haired guy with sad eyes. 

Jake shrugged. “Stranger things have happened," he said, shaking out a red-hot from 
the pack Nixon had left on the table. 

"Really?" Keith cocked his head even farther towards his partner. "Girl's brother 
disappears for eight months, in which time she gets kidnapped and shot in the head. He 
comes back and starts blowing up America while she is in a coma, attended to by none 
other than the West Virginia Vampire, who is killing women so that he can bring her back 
to life by feeding their blood into her IV line. Stranger things have happened than that?" 

Jake shrugged again, popping another red-hot into his mouth. He smiled at me. 
"You're fucking unbelievable,” Keith said. “Are you eating the evidence?" 
Jake shook the pack of red-hots by his head, leaning his ear towards them as though 

they were whispering to him. His eyes widened as he listened. “Colonel Mustard in the 
library with a candlestick,” he said, turning to Keith. 

"I swear to God, Jake,” Keith said, shaking his head, "you keep pushing me, and one 
day—I mean it. Stop smiling—one day you're gonna wind up at the wrong end of my 
thirty-eight.” 

"But you say the sweetest things, Keith," Jake offered the older detective the box of 
red-hots. 

Keith turned back to me, ignoring Jake.  
My forehead itched. I started to lift my hand to scratch it, but my arm felt like a 

school bus was parked on top of it. I struggled and heaved it up, finally resting it on the 
pillow beside me while the two detectives and the other cop in the back of the room 
watched. 

"Entertaining for you?" I asked. "My next trick...I will pass out." 
Jake smiled. There was something about him. His eyes were a dark well with a rope 

coiled outside. My foot was tangled in that rope, and I felt like I was being dragged over 
the edge, into the black of his pupil. 

The radio crackled on the shoulder of the cop in the back of the room, breaking my 
daze. He tilted his head to talk into it, walking out of the room. 

"Thing is," Keith said, staring at his notepad like it was a crossword puzzle in a 
language he'd never read, "you've got a few things going for this story. We ran the guy's 
prints, and he came up as 'Nixon Young'. Born and raised in West Virginia. Never knew 
his dad. Mom was a recluse. Neighbors told the local Sheriff about him when some of 
their farm animals, dogs, and cats were found butchered and hanging in trees in the 



woods nearby. They also said there was something weird about how his mother cared for 
him. One or two reports of screaming in the house and another of him running naked 
through the neighbor's yard one night. Nothing ever came of any of that, though. 
Apparently, the kid's dad had been good friends with the Sheriff before he ran out on the 
mom. Plus, I guess that kind of stuff is pretty commonplace out there in hillbilly country. 
Few years later, she gets cancer and dies. He disappears at sixteen. Gets his West Virginia 
driver's license at twenty, and enrolls in a pre-med program at WVU. Drops out and 
disappears again until his name gets put down for a storage unit in Vincetown.” He 
glanced at Jake and said, "So, yeah. That's weird. There might be something to your story, 
b-" 

"Hey Keith," the cop pushed open the door and stepped inside. Both detectives turned 
to face him. "Forensics checked out that storage unit in Vincetown.” 

"Yeah?" Keith said. 
"It's him." 
"No fu-" Keith started to say, his shoulders dropping. 
“Rope, duct tape, knife, candles, a hood that smells like chloroform, a vial of 

ketamine and other sedatives, bone fragments, syringes, and female hair samples." 
"Son of a-" 
"That's not all. He's got a whole wall of photos of her,” the cop said, nodding toward 

me. “Doesn't look like she knew he was taking them." 
"Blood?" 
"He cleaned up pretty good, but UV told a different story. They said it looked like a 

Jackson Pollock painting: walls, floor, ceiling. Also, girl's aunt is here. Says she wants to 
see her." 

"Fuck me," Keith said, his eyes bewildered and his hand rubbing over the back of his 
neck. "Send her in." 

Jake shook another Red Hot into his mouth and offered the box to Keith again. 
Keith held out his hand, staring through the frame of my bed. Jake shook out a small 

red pile of the candy. Keith brought his hand to his mouth and leaned his head back, 
letting them all tumble in. 

The door opened. 
"We'll give you a moment," Jake said and put his hand on Keith's shoulder, turning 

him towards the door. 
Winnie stepped past them to the bed. When they were gone, she said, “They told me 

they think it's him: The West Virginia Vampire." She put her hand down on mine. "I feel 
so terrible. He was here in this room with you. I talked with him so many times. I never 
thought-" 

"Shhh." I smiled, petting her hand.  
"The nurse, Kelly, said they tried to revive him, but he wouldn't come back. His heart 

would start and then struggle out again, like he was fighting it." 



"He's waiting for me," I said, feeling the weight of my guilt pushing me down with 
the thought. All those women had been killed, their families destroyed, because of me. 
Sue, Rosie, Beth. They'd been nothing but good to me. That wasn't why Nixon had fought 
the nurses, though.  

"What was that?" She leaned in. 
"Nothing." I'd murdered him. He wanted to die at my hand. He didn't want to live in 

jail for years or be executed by some stranger. He wanted me to kill him so that I would 
be sure to join him wherever he was going in the afterlife. He was waiting for me. He 
would always be waiting for me. 

"Did you hear about Shirley?" she asked, her eyes sagging. 
I nodded, squeezing her hand. 
"They should know better," she said. "That boy has only ever fought for this country, 

for our family. He wouldn't have done what they said. He wouldn't have." From the tone 
in her voice, I could tell she wasn't talking to me. She was trying to convince herself that 
Shirley was innocent. If she had missed the signs about Nixon, then she could have been 
wrong about Shirley. Had she let two monsters go on killing right under her nose? A 
serial killer was bad, but it would be worse if one of those monsters was family. They had 
him now. We would find out soon. 

"He'll be alright," I said, forcing a smile. 
There was a knock at the door. 
"Oh, yes,” Aunt Winnie said. "There's someone here to see you." 
"Peaches?" came the voice as the door opened. My heart bounced into the ceiling. It 

can’t be. “Beth?" I rasped. 
"Peaches!" she leaned in, her hair falling on the side of her face, then jumped up, 

throwing her hands in the air, and squealed. She ran towards me, almost launching onto 
my bed. She hit the brakes and leaned over me, throwing her arms around my neck and 
smothering me. I strained against the weight of my arms, lifting them and laying them 
over her shoulders, crying into her neck. 

"How?" I asked. "How?" 
Beth looked at Winnie. "Your Aunt called. I think it was when you'd woken up. I was 

in the shower and got out to answer it, but it had stopped ringing. When I turned around, 
that guy from the diner, Nixon, was in the room. I screamed and ran. I left my phone, but 
grabbed my keys on the way out of the house. You should have seen me, driving naked, 
hyperventilating, down the highway all the way to my dad's place on Rhode Island. I 
wasn't thinking. I wasn't even sure it was real. I just knew I needed to get the hell away. 
My dad called the cops when he got the story out of me. It was too late at that point, I 
knew. They weren't going to catch him, so I stayed away. But then I called Tory and she 
said you'd woken up, so I got right back in the car and came here. I didn't even put Nixon 
and you together till your aunt told me what...what happened." She looked at me, holding 



both hands on the sides of my face. "Haley," she said. Her eyes were wide. She knew how 
guilty I was feeling. “Haley, look at me. You didn't do anything wrong, okay?" 

I nodded, squeezing my eyes shut and trying to keep myself from sobbing. 
"No," she held my cheeks tighter, leaning her forehead on mine. You saved us," she 

said. "Nixon was a-an evil son of a bitch, and he killed those women, not you." 
I felt sick, like I was going to throw up, thinking of their blood coursing through my 

veins.  
"What happened to him—what you did—that was not just justice. That was-you had 

to do it. If you hadn’t, he was going to find me and kill me, I know it. Who knows how 
many other women were going to die? But you did it, Haley. You saved us," she kissed 
me on the cheek, “Thank you.” 

I let myself go, crying wildly, feeling hot tears spill out of my eyes and run over her 
fingers. 

"Thank you," she said again, kissing me on the forehead, on the cheek, over and over. 
"Thank you." 



Epilogue: Shirley

"Oh, what they're gonna do to you," the detective—Griffins, I think—said from across 
the table.  

I looked at him through one swollen eye as I sniffed up the blood that was trailing 
down my nose. He was a white guy with a sharp chin and puckered eyebrows. His partner 
was stood by the door, looking out into the hall from the small glass window of the 
interrogation room. 

"How long is that line out there, Kwombe?" Griffins asked. 
Kwombe squinted, "I'd say almost twenty." 
"Almost twenty," Griffins bobbed his head up and down, pinching his lips together, 

"and you just got here. Give it another hour, you'll have every cop in the precinct—hell, 
every cop in the state—lining up to be your dancing partner. See, sometimes detainee's 
swipe a key from a detective in interrogation and try to escape." He pulled the key for my 
cuffs out of his jacket and slid it into the lock. "It could take three or four cops to wrestle 
a strong guy like you to the ground." The clasp around my wrist slid open. "And even 
then, sometimes a detainee can get uncooperative. Cops got to apply a little extra elbow 
grease to put them down." I thought about making a break for it. I could take these two 
easy, but he was right. A suspected terrorist in a New York City police-station has about 
as much of a chance of making it out in one piece as a goldfish in a swimming pool filled 
with piranhas. 

"Who knows how many times that little scenario can happen over and over again?" 
Griffins said. 

Everything ached, but my shoulder hurt the worst, the pain trailing across my back, up 
my neck, and into my skull. The gauze-patch they'd put over the bullet wound itched.  

When I'd come to, I had been in the precinct's infirmary. "He's awake," a cop had said, 
grinning at me. They hadn't taken me to the hospital. They'd just carried me up from the 
subway on a stretcher and snuck me into the police station. The nurses left. The four cops 
stayed behind. They worked me over pretty good. 

Now I sat across from Griffin, eye swollen, nose broken, and lip bleeding. 
"Ex-military, right?" Griffins asked. 
I stared at him. 
“‘Ranger’s what your file says, here,” he tapped a folder lying on the table in front of 

him. “Specops too. Bet you could take a beating for hours before you even made a 
sound." 

I hadn't moved my hands from where he'd uncuffed them on the table. The air on my 
wrists felt cool, made me more alert. This Griffins' teeth were stained from coffee or 
cigarettes, or both. The bottom ones fanned out like a hand of cards as he yammered. 

"So, you wanna start talking or you want us to leave that door open and get this 
hoedown started?" 



I stared at him for a couple seconds. "What happened to the kid?" I asked. 
"You mean your partner?" he smiled and shook his head. "That was real heroic of you, 

jumping in front of that bullet. Tell you what; you start talking, and when I hear enough, 
I'll tell you what happened to your friend." 

“Happened.” Past tense. "Think I'm going to need a lawyer, then," I said. 
"You don't get a fuckin' lawyer. You're a mother-fuckin' terrorist piece-of-shit." He 

started to stand up. "Lawyer, ha! You know what's coming to you? You know what you 
get?" 

"Griff," Kwombe said. 
"You get an executioner, you son-of-a-bitch!" Griff pulled out a revolver from the 

inside of his jacket. 
"Griff!" Kwombe shouted. 
"What?!" Griffins turned around. 
There was a knock at the door. A man with a bad combover stood on the other side of 

the window. 
Kwombe tilted his head toward the man. 
The door opened on Griffins still holding his revolver up in the air. 
"Gentlemen," the man with the combover said, nodding at both of them.  
A woman in slacks with an FBI badge dangling from her neck walked in behind him. 

"You can put that away, detective," she said, "unless you want this to go into my report." 
"Can't blame a fella for getting his hackles up about a thing like this," the combover 

man said, "but let’s not do something you're going to regret. This is an FBI matter now." 
Griffins looked at me, his eyes burning hot, but seeming more like a dog that had been 

slapped on the nose than anything else. He put the gun back into his holster and stepped 
between the two agents on his way out. 

Combover man nodded to the lady with the badge, and she left too, closing the door 
behind her. 

He grunted, set down a thick folder, licked his thumb, and started to leaf through it. 
Then, still standing, he looked at me and extended his hand. "Mr. O'Shea, my name is 
agent Coldwater." 

I put my hand toward him, slowly, my shoulder pinching with the movement. 
"I need you to tell me what's going on here," he said, shaking my hand limply. 
When I didn't answer, he continued, "We've got you at Daisydale Daycare screaming 

at Miriam Al-Hamsi and assaulting the staff minutes before a bomb goes off. You appear 
at St. Francis asking for a pharmacist named Edward Higgs and, hours later, he is found 
dead on the roof with broken thermometers all around him and mercury in the air-
conditioners. A day later, we find you standing in Times' Square having a heated 
conversation with a young man who has a suicide vest strapped to him. You both flee 
from the police only to be apprehended, upon which you fling yourself at the suspect to 
catch a bullet for him. Make some sense of this for me, will you?" 



“What happened to him?” I asked, sure that I knew the answer already. 
“The young man?” Coldwater raised his eyebrows. He looked down and tapped the 

table with a stubby forefinger. “Listen, what you’re looking at right now…well, it’s 
murder, conspiracy, terrorism. This is not a good situation for you. I recommend you start 
thinking about yourself here. I need to hear your side of this story, because, at this point, 
you are the primary suspect in a whole heap of terrorist endeavors, Mr. O’Shea.” 

I breathed out, looking down at my hands and rubbing my wrists. Cuffs. Bars. 
Probably a lethal injection. “I’ve got nothing to say until I know what happened to the 
kid.” 

“And why is that?” Coldwater asked. “Was he kin?” 
“Was.” Past tense again. I knew what they were saying—what they weren’t saying. I 

remembered the shape the bodies of the Boston Marathon bombers were in when they 
were buried. It wouldn’t be the first time a terror suspect had been killed during an arrest. 

“In a way,” I said. 
“You mind telling me about it?” 
“Not sure if that’s the best idea right now.” 
“Fair enough.” He settled back in his chair, flipped his tie out once and folded his 

hands on the table. “Let me tell you what I know about you.” 
“Why not?” I mumbled, a drop of blood dripping over my lip. 
“Here. Sorry about that.” He handed me a handkerchief. 
I patted my lip. Its fibers were smooth—expensive. 
“Your mother died when you were young. It was a car accident, I understand.” 
As he spoke, the memories flitted through my mind like a swarm of butterflies. 
“Your father was hit by a motorist and died years later. You left home after you earned 

your GED and joined the army. Two tours as a Cavalry Scout in Afghanistan. You joined 
the Rangers in two thousand and three, participated in Phantom Fury, where you earned 
an Army Commendation Medal. Your marksmanship scores were—whoo—well, they 
don’t give out skill-sets like yours in every box of Crackerjacks. SFOD in ’04. Operation 
Red Wings. Various other classified assignments around the world—Nigeria, 
Afghanistan, Uzbekistan, Philippines, Thailand, etcetera etcetera—until you were 
dismissed for psychological reasons. Shortly, thereafter, you were convicted on three 
charges of aggravated assault with a deadly weapon and sent to Camp Hill State 
Correctional. Released in two thousand eleven for good behavior. You worked at Ingerich 
Construction for a few years. Then, at the beginning of this year, you left work abruptly.” 

“I was told to take some time off.” 
“Something about a lawsuit?” he asked. 
“Yeah. Guy wandered onto the site during a controlled explosion. Got a little banged 

up when I saved his ass.” 
Coldwater bunched up his lips. His lower one was twice as thick as the top. “Then 

you disappeared.” 



“Went North.” 
“That’s what your Aunt told us. We talked to the fellas at your work, and they said 

you were in some kind of trouble,” Coldwater stared at me. 
“An old grudge from Camp Hill.” 
“Your sister gets kidnapped. A-” he flipped through a few loose pages in the folder, “-

tall, scarred man brought her to the hospital with a bullet in her head. No one’s heard or 
seen from that fella since.” 

Frankie, I thought, wondering why he’d bothered. In my mind, I scratched his name 
onto the wall of my prison cell. If I ever got free, I was going to find him and kill him. 

“Did that have something to do with your long hiatus?” 
“Maybe,” I said. “Or it could’a just been bad luck. I never found out.” 
“And then you arrived eight months later. You found out your sister was in the 

hospital, and you visited her, stayed with her.” 
“You got me,” I said, turning my hands up on the table. 
“Mr. O’Shea, I’m concerned you’re not being entirely truthful with me,” Coldwater 

said, picking up and tapping his pencil on the papers in front of him, “and we are running 
out of time here. I was given an hour to hear your side of the story before we have to 
transfer you to an FBI facility for further questioning. If you will talk with me now, I can 
help you. If not, well…all things have an expiration date, don’t they?” 

I looked up at the fluorescent light hanging above the table. Staring at it, I started to 
see the subtle flickers of the bulbs as they shuttled electricity through the tubes. “The kid 
was brainwashed. You like that story?” I looked down at Coldwater. “They all were: 
Proctor, Al Hamsi, Higgs, that girl at the McDonalds, the semi-driver who caused that 
massive pile-up.” 

Coldwater looked at me sideways, the fluorescent light traveling in waves down his 
mustard-brown hair. 

“Yeah,” I smiled, “didn’t think so.” 
“You’re telling me the tunnel shooting and the poisoning at the McDonalds are a part 

of this?” 
“It’s all a part of it. But you’re not going to believe that, and neither will any of your 

supervisors. Barefoot—they all were barefoot. That’s what’s gonna tie it together.” 
“The public wasn’t made privy to that information,” Coldwater said, squinting at me. 
“So, I’m right. Even the semi-driver. No shoes, huh?” 
“And where do you fit in?” he picked up his pencil and made a few scratches on a 

yellow legal-pad. 
“That’s not important. I just wanted you to know that the kid wasn’t guilty. He wasn’t 

wearing shoes either. Check the report.” 
“You don’t mind this all gets pinned on you?” Coldwater’s voice tilted with the 

words. 
“There’s no way out of it for me,” I said. 



“There might be, you tell it to me straight.” 
I licked my lip, tasting blood and feeling the sting of my tongue on the part of it that 

was split. I thought about Bayati and Amal. Coldwater hadn’t said anything about them. 
Was it possible that Bayati had gotten away? His boys chased me down. They must have 
gotten him out before the cops arrived. “They got me too,” I said, finally, “programmed 
me and set me loose.” 

“What was your objective?” 
I thought for a second, squeezing the line of raw skin around my wrist. “Wall Street,” 

I said. “I showed up on the trading floor yesterday with a suicide vest. Look at the feeds.” 
He made a note. “And you didn’t blow the vest.” 
“Obviously,” I said. 
“So you fought the programming?” 
I remembered hearing my mom’s voice singing to me while I was underwater at the 

stock exchange. “I don’t know. Maybe it just didn’t catch. It’s on the roof—the vest.” 
He looked up at me over his papers, then stood and walked to the door. A moment 

later, he stepped back in. 
“So, what were you doing at Daisydale, St. Francis, and Times Square?” he asked 

sitting back down. 
“Trying to stop them,” I said, squinting as his face blurred over and came back.  
“And you found out about the others how?” 
The pain was starting to ratchet up all over my body. “Another kid named Amal,” I 

grunted. “He worked for the man who was running things—at least the man who was 
running things in the Northeast.” 

“What was this man’s name?” 
“Habash Al Bayati,” I told him. I don’t know why I hadn’t mentioned Isaac. Maybe I 

was trying to protect Erin. “They re-captured me. I found out about the Times’ Square 
attack, got away, and called the cops on Bayati’s place. It’s a Middle-Eastern food joint 
named Habibti in Northeast Philly.” 

Coldwater’s pencil scraped out the name on the paper. There was a knock on the door. 
Coldwater’s partner poked her head in. “They’re ready,” she said. 

“We’ll be out shortly.” he sighed. 
She nodded and slid her face back out of the crack of the door. 
“Hold on a minute, Barb,” he called over his shoulder. 
She pushed the door open again. 
He dropped his pencil, grunted, and stood up, walking across the room to hand her the 

paper he’d been scribbling on. “Check on this, will ya?” he asked, then turned to me as 
she left. “It’s all a very interesting story, Mr. O’Shea. It stretches the imagination a little 
bit, but none of this business we’re seeing these days makes any sense anyway. The 
simpler explanation is that you and all them people you mentioned are a part of some 
sleeper-cell. Or that they’re not connected at all. There’s quite a few details left to fill in, 



but I’m afraid we’ll have to continue our conversation over at FCI Otisville. We want to 
get you out of the city before the crowds really get out of hand. If you wouldn’t mind 
putting those handcuffs back on yourself, I’ve got some fellas outside who’ll walk you 
out.” 

I thought about running, but knew I wouldn’t make it. I put the cuff back on my wrist 
and slid the teeth into the clasp, each click counting off twenty years of my life I was 
going to lose behind bars. Then I turned around and did the same with the other cuff 
behind my back. Coldwater opened the door. Four men in task force suits came in to 
escort me out. 

“By the way,” Coldwater said as I walked past him, “your sister woke up.” 
I stopped and looked at him. The men at my elbows pulled me forward. I struggled, 

my eyes locked onto Coldwater’s. 
“They tell me she came to a few hours after you left, talking ‘bout murder.” 
Someone shoved my head down and threw a jacket over it, then pushed me forward. 
“I hope, for your sake, that she’s got the same story as you.” Coldwater’s voice was 

farther away. 
I stepped down the hallway, my mind in a daze. It should have been good news, but I 

didn’t know how to take it. I’d let her and Winnie down so many times I wondered if this 
would even surprise them. The last time I’d seen my sister, she was laid up in a coma 
with a scar on her forehead that read, “Shirley was here.” They’d never hear from me 
again, especially if Haley told them about Isaac. Maybe that was for the best. But what if 
word got out that Haley knew about Isaac. Would Isaac’s guys come silence her? There 
was that, too. Sure, I’d stopped Bayati, but there had to be others. There was nothing 
more I could do about that, I knew. I was government property now. The best I could 
hope for was a quick death, or at least a nice, sunny patch of dirt behind a chain link 
fence in Gitmo. No. They’ll kill me. If the government wouldn’t, somebody in the military 
would. An American soldier who’d turned terrorist? I’d be shot “trying to escape” or 
shanked on my way to the shower. Dead before the end of the month. I couldn’t say I 
wasn’t afraid, but however bad hell was going to be, it couldn’t be worse than my life had 
been so far. 

Then I thought of Erin. I felt her fingertips on my scalp while I looked out at the sun 
setting behind the hills at the farm. Could she have known? Bernie too? I didn’t care 
anymore. I thought about Haley, awake, sitting in that bed. I wanted to be there, but I 
knew she’d never forgive me for what I’d done to her. I’d just make things worse. This 
way Aunt Winnie could get her surgery—if she’d been smart with the money. At least I 
could give them that. I hoped they’d both be able to put me in the past and move on with 
their lives, happy. And Nick. I would have given everything for that kid. I’d tried so hard. 
Now he was dead. 

“Wait,” I heard Coldwater’s voice call from behind me. His footsteps picked up their 
pace. The guards turned me around. “No vest on the roof, but report says police 



responded to a distress call from that restaurant you mentioned. They found the boy—
Amal, you said. Heap of blood in that place. Most of it belonged to the kid, but not all. 
Cops didn’t find any other bodies, though. Funny, don’t you think?” 

“I wouldn’t start laughing,” I said. “What about Amal?” My stomach turned to lead 
and the bullet wound in my shoulder burned like hell. 

“Critical, but the docs say he’ll pull through. Alright, that’s enough. That crowd out 
there ain’t getting any calmer.” He pointed towards the entrance, and they shuffled me 
around. 

We stepped out the double glass doors of the police precinct and into the cool night. 
An explosion of camera flashes went off like strobe-lights as reporters tried to edge their 
way in, pelting the men around me with questions about the attack and its connection 
with the others. 

“Is this man a terrorist?” a man called from my left. 
“Will you confirm that this is Shirley O’Shea?” a lady asked, shoving her mic towards 

us. 
I kept my head down, watching lines in the sidewalk slip under me like frames of an 

old reel of film. 
“Kill him! Kill the motherfucker!” someone yelled from inside the crowd. Voices 

shouted around him. The metal of the barricades grated across the pavement as the crowd 
pushed in for me. They were scared. The attacks made no sense. They’d needed a target 
for their fear, their revenge. Now they had one. 

The guards hustled me to one of five black SUVs waiting in front of us. Coldwater 
opened the passenger door and got inside. A hand pushed down on my head to clear it 
past the roof of the car. As I ducked, I caught a glimpse of someone out the corner of my 
eye. Coldwater shut his door, and I turned my head to look at the SUV beside us. 
Standing in front of it, jacket over his head, cuffed hands behind his back, and bare-feet 
on the curb, was Nick. 
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