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PART I


PAVOR NOCTURNUS











1


She saw the man with no hands first. He lay screaming in the road, caught in the shimmer of something burning. His skin was blackened and smoke corkscrewed from his hair. It was his wrists, though—the raw stumps of his wrists—that made Edith close her eyes. Not that she could unsee, of course, or even turn away.


His shirt had been burned from his body.


Edith Lovegrove, ten years old, clapped a hand across her mouth and managed, with colossal effort, not to scream. Her throat ballooned, dark with pressure. Her ears rang and popped. As if in response, the window expanded. It showed more terrible things. The worst she’d ever seen.


Here was a dead woman slumped across a trashcan.


Here was a parking lot—no, it was a street—jammed with burning cars.


Edith rose from her bed and stumbled to her work desk, where she usually made friendship bracelets and birthday cards, and as a little kid had written letters to a certain jolly



old elf in the North Pole. Now she opened the drawer where she kept her markers (the grownup kind, not the washable kind) and grabbed the first one her fingers happened upon: Aquarius Blue. Stepping away from the desk, she heard a dull, crumpling sound like a wall collapsing. Her eyes—also Aquarius Blue—rolled back into her skull and saliva beaded at the corners of her mouth.


“Draw,” she mumbled, because that’s all she could do. “Out.”


She would normally reach for Shirley, her sister, but Shirley had slammed that door, burned that bridge. “No more,” Shirley had said, and she’d been adamant. “Never again.”


Edith saw the front end of a burnt-out vehicle, its wheels blown from their axles and its hood folded like an envelope.


The marker trembled in her hand.


“Shirley . . .”


It was hard not to reach for her sister, like not reaching for a rope when being dragged out to sea. And maybe, Edith thought, she should. This was bigger and more terrible than anything she’d seen before, and she was certain Shirley wouldn’t want her to be alone, despite what she’d said. She would—


Edith saw bodies—eight, maybe nine of them—recognizable by their shoes, their postures, but otherwise charred and dripping. She pulled her box of toys to one side, tore down her Rihanna and Minions posters, and used the marker to reproduce the images in her mind. They were hurriedly drawn, wild loops and lines, a kind of psychic shorthand.




The red and blue lights of a fire truck pulsed along a city street already lit by flame. Edith expected them to flash across her bedroom walls. She heard a woman screaming and saw a buckled street sign: W. CHIPPEWA ST.


“Out,” Edith said again, and scrawled what looked like a W on its side with a swirl beneath it. She started on a second symbol and felt an increment of relief, but not enough.


It was all too big. Too much.


“Bottletop,” she blurted, and touched her sister’s mind.


Shirley, I’m so scared.


* * *


Martin Lovegrove reflected that, when he was a kid, the best part of the day was that magical couple of hours between dinner and bedtime. That was when his family gathered in the living room to watch TV, and even though they were individually absorbed in shows like Quantum Leap and Roseanne, they were still together. They laughed and cheered in all the same places. And sometimes, the TV stayed off and they played board games or listened to music. It was family time. A Lovegrove observance. Martin remembered it with fondness.


He slouched now in his favorite armchair with one leg cocked on the arm, much like the teenager who’d religiously watched The Wonder Years, because that’s how he always sat; that’s how he was comfortable. He had the TV remote in his left hand, scrolling through options on Netflix. Laura lay on the sofa, watching Jimmy Fallon highlights on the iPad. Her headphones blotted out all sound.


“As if,” Shirley, their oldest daughter, said suddenly. She wasn’t even aware she’d spoken out loud, Martin



thought. She was brain-deep in her phone, texting one of her girlfriends. “Like, nooooo.” Her thumbs tapped the screen without pausing. Martin wondered if they twitched in her sleep.


Fifteen years old. She’d said maybe ten words to him since he’d rolled home from work. Three of them were Love you, Dad, which more than made up for the half a dozen or so other monosyllabic grunts.


Family time wasn’t what it used to be.


“We’ll go to the zoo on Sunday,” Martin said. It came from nowhere—boom—into his head and out of his mouth.


“What?” Shirley didn’t look up from her phone. She didn’t even complete the word: Wha?


“The zoo,” Martin repeated. “You know . . . exotic animals held in captivity for the viewing pleasure of overfed Westerners. We’ll go. The four of us. We’ll eat ice cream and pretend we have a fulfilling life.”


“When?”


“Sunday.”


“It’s Claudette’s birthday this weekend.” Shirley’s eyes flicked up briefly. “She turns sixteen. I’m not missing it.”


“What? Her birthday lasts the whole weekend?”


“Her party is Sunday. I totally told you.”


Martin rolled his eyes. “Oh, right. I totally forgot.” He selected Lost and hit play. A crappy show, no doubt, but a guilty pleasure. He sometimes liked to imagine he was marooned on an island, hundreds of miles from civilization, with nothing but a mysterious smoke beast and countless plot holes for company.




He heard creaking from upstairs: the sound of small footfalls across the floorboards. His finger jabbed the pause button and he looked at the ceiling. Edith had retired to bed after dinner—which she hadn’t eaten—with a mild fever. Nothing to worry about. Martin was more concerned about the possibility of a night terror. Edith had suffered terribly between the ages of five and eight. Their family doctor had assured them that night terrors were not cause for concern, and did not suggest a deeper psychological condition. “Think of them as temporary disruptions while her central nervous system is maturing,” she’d said. “Yes, they can appear quite upsetting, but there is no lasting damage, and Edith will have no recollection of them come morning. Just keep her from harming herself, or others, if she’s thrashing around.”


Edith rarely thrashed. She’d trembled and screamed, and often spoke phrases that should not have been in a child’s vocabulary. Martin had written some of them down, underscoring those that appeared most extraneous. “Blunt force trauma,” she’d muttered once. She was six years old. On another occasion she wailed, “He oído disparos y corrió.” Martin ran this through Google Translate and it came back with, “I heard gunshots and ran.” To the best of his knowledge, this was not a phrase she’d picked up watching Sesame Street.


Laura suggested that Edith could be drawing on events from a previous life, but then Laura was susceptible to spiritual fancy. Martin thought it more likely Edith had heard these things on the evening news, but agreed to take her to a hypnotherapist. He—a wildly bearded man with



Star Wars collectibles dotted around his office—didn’t explore the past-life route, but instead introduced Edith to a visualization exercise that brought an end to her night terrors. It didn’t happen overnight, of course, and maybe the disruptions would have ceased anyway, but whatever the reason, they were twenty-three months without incident.


Good, yeah. Positively bueno. Martin still thought about it, though, whenever he tucked her in at night. And maybe that would never go away. Not completely. She was his baby, after all.


Another creak from upstairs. Edith was definitely up and moving around, obviously feeling better. Martin smiled and turned his attention back to Lost, where Hurley was currently bouncing through the jungle. Oh Hurley . . . four and a half seasons without Kentucky Fried Chicken and still a goddamn lard-ass.


* * *


Laura muttered, “He does Dylan better than Dylan,” and Martin snapped out of his show. That was when he noticed the clicking. It wasn’t the rhythmic clicking he associated with Shirley’s texting. This was constant. A purr. He looked up, expecting to see her zoned out. And she was, but not in the usual way. Her head was angled awkwardly and her eyelids fluttered. Her thumbs blurred off the screen.


“Shirley?”


She was having some kind of seizure. Martin drew his leg off the arm and sprang from his chair. He got Laura’s attention by waving a hand in front of her eyes, then crossed the room to where Shirley reclined in the other armchair.



He cradled the back of her head in one hand and gently tilted her jaw to keep her airway open. She garbled something. The veins across her throat bulged.


“What’s happening to her?” Laura asked, crouching beside the armchair. She tried removing the cell phone from Shirley’s hands but Shirley held tight, her thumbs still working.


“Seizure, I think,” Martin said. “Maybe she was looking at flashing images.”


“Should I call nine-one-one?”


Martin looked from Shirley to Laura, then down at the cell phone’s screen as Laura tried to free it from their daughter’s clasp. He glimpsed what she’d typed: a string of random letters, symbols, and emojis, but with several full words interspersed in all the nonsense. Martin barely logged them before Laura pried the phone away. He definitely saw SCARED and CHIPPEWA and perhaps BOTTLECAP, or maybe it was BOTTLETOP.


“Martin?” Laura snapped. She threw the cell phone on the floor and clutched Shirley’s hands. “Nine-one-one?”


“Wait,” he said. He eased Shirley onto her side and peeled damp strands of hair from her brow. “It’s okay, baby. Mom and Dad are here.” Her eyes flashed open and closed. Her mouth moved silently. Martin pressed the cool back of his hand to her cheek and she whimpered. A moment later, she screwed her face up and started to cry. It was like a pressure release. The tightness left her body at once. Her trembling first lessened, then stopped altogether.


“Mom . . . ?”


“Okay, sweetie,” Laura said. “It’s okay.”




Martin wiped her tears away. She blinked, took deep breaths, and looked into her empty hands for her phone. Her expression switched from confusion to fear.


“Edith,” she said.


“What about Edith?” Martin asked.


Shirley shook her head and groaned. More tears spilled from her eyes.


“She’s screaming inside,” she said.


* * *


Martin didn’t run anymore. A wobbly jog was the best he could manage—wobbly because the muscles he’d displayed in his twenties, and even into his thirties, had softened, and at forty-one he sported what the magazines kindly called a dad-bod. He didn’t put this down to being a busy family man, or to working fifty-plus hours a week, but to a torn ACL he’d suffered playing racquetball with his brother. He’d played football and basketball through high school, and amateur league baseball for most of his adult life, all without injury. But five minutes on a racquetball court with Jimmy (three years older, thirty pounds heavier) and he felt his left knee go pop. The operation to repair it was straightforward enough, but his work insurance plan didn’t cover sporting injuries . . . and even if he could afford to pay for it himself, it wasn’t like he had time to go under the knife.


He took the stairs quickly, though, and with his heart clamoring. As he rounded the newel post, he felt the injury fire a warning shot, and managed only three more lumbering steps before his knee gave out. He slumped against the



wall—“Ah, fuck!”—and limped the rest of the way to Edith’s room. Shirley’s words accompanied him. She’s screaming inside. Martin had no idea what he’d find when he opened Edith’s door. There was no way Shirley could know what was happening to her sister, but the whole seizure thing was undeniably eerie.


She spooked you, is all, he thought, grasping the doorknob and pushing the door open. There’ll be a solid explanation for this. They were probably watching the same—


The thought broke. It didn’t fade or even simply end. It broke, and with a tiny shattering sound, like someone stepping on a microscope slide.


“Edith?”


Another night terror, certainly, but not like any he’d seen before. Deeper, was the word that came to mind. Edith stood in the middle of the room, her face a cracked oval, a thread of drool hanging from her lip. She looked at Martin. Her eyes caught the light like sparking flints.


“It’s all flashy now,” she said. “And loud. Whoop-whoop.”


Martin stumbled toward her, meaning to scoop her into his arms and cradle her until the storm had passed and she was dreaming sweetly. The shock in her expression knocked him back a step, though. Whatever was making her scream inside . . . she wasn’t just seeing it, she was living it.


“Edith . . . honey, it’s—”


She clutched a blue marker in her right hand and used it to point at the wall, where the posters had been removed and she’d drawn a series of symbols. They were esoteric, nonsensical, though apparently not without meaning.




“The whoop-whoop,” Edith said, pointing to a diamond with sunrays shooting from it. The marker toppled from her hand. “It all went boom, Daddy.”


“Edith—”


“Everything went boom.”


He swept toward Edith and lifted her into his arms. Effortless, with her being so delicate. The muscles across his chest barely flexed. His injured knee reacted otherwise, buckling under him, spilling him to the floor. He never let go of Edith, though, and she looked at him through ribbons of dark blond hair, her mouth a wavering circle, one hand reaching, not to touch his face, as he thought, but to point at another symbol on the wall behind him, this a broken swirl, and she whispered in the frailest, sweetest voice imaginable:


“The man with no hands is crying.”











2


On the evening of Saturday April 14, 2018—three days after Edith Lovegrove scrawled numerous symbols across her bedroom wall—a gray Nissan Altima left a storage unit in Rochester, New York, and took the I-90 west to Buffalo. Its first stop was a gas station on Genesee Street, where its eighteen-gallon tank was filled to capacity. Its second stop was the Whole Hog drive-thru on Broadway, where the driver—thirty-four-year-old Garrett Riley—ordered the last meal he would ever eat: an OMG piggy burger, a large curly fries, and an XL cola. The drive-thru attendant’s name was Imani Johnson, and Imani would later tell Autumn McKenzie from Fox 29 News that she noticed nothing suspicious about Garrett or the car he was driving, and that when she said “oink-oink” to him—as all Whole Hog employees were required to do—he smiled and said “oink-oink” right back.


Garrett left the drive-thru and headed west on Broadway. He parked behind a music store near the intersection of Elm Street, where he ate his final meal and listened to the radio.



The music and commercials muffled the voice in his mind, but couldn’t silence it.


The voice tick-tocked. It lulled.


At 11:03 p.m., Garrett turned the radio off and drove to West Chippewa Street.


* * *


The older woman held him. Her hands were as soft as freshly laundered towels and her hair smelled of tree bark—an earthy, good smell, evoking strength and kindliness. Garrett rested his head against her bosom and his doubts slipped away. They would return, of course—those tenacious, wolfish doubts—but here, now, in this moment of wakefulness and light, they were subdued. The woman stroked his face and her heartbeat had the soothing rhythm of waves. She spoke his name again and again. She sang to him.


There was a small wooden box on the table beside them and inside that box, apparently, was a watch. The only watch, or clock, on the island. “The only people who mark off time are prisoners,” she’d said on the day he arrived. “But if you feel the need”—she tapped the top of the box—“come see me and I’ll show you what you’ve been missing.” Garrett had never taken her up on the offer, and didn’t know anybody who had.


“Would you like to put your hand inside my shirt, Garrett?”


“No.”


“Are you sure?”


“I mean yes.”


She popped a button on her shirt and he adjusted his



position to slide his hand more easily inside. He felt doughy, wrinkled skin, then the thick material of her bra.


“There,” she said. “How does that feel?”


“Good.”


“You’ve the hand of a strong man,” she said a moment later. “I remember the shriveled, darkened boy. The broken thing.”


“I get stronger every day,” Garrett said.


“I’m awed by how far you’ve come.”


“You’ve been like a mother to me.” Her breast felt like a pouch of warm gel. “You truly live up to your name.”


She smiled, held him closer, while he considered the paradox: to feel both strong, here, on the island, and childlike, here, in her arms. His old life—a brother, a construction worker, marking weeks and months and years like a prisoner—had never seemed so far away.


“I get scared sometimes.”


“I know, sugar.”


“But mostly I feel . . . empowered.”


“Empowered?” She grinned. “Why?”


“It’s quite a feat,” he said, “to burn what was weak to the ground, and rebuild with strong materials. That’s what I’ve done with my life. Thanks to you.”


She nodded, kissed the top of his head. Her nipple throbbed against his palm.


“You belong here,” she said. “We value you.”


“Yes.”


“You are giving and intelligent and resolute.” She squeezed his upper arm with every compliment. “And certainly you know—and this is perhaps your most agreeable quality—



that these traits, if not utilized, mean nothing at all. They are the pages of a book no one will ever read.”


“I’ll make them read,” Garrett said.


She kissed the top of his head again and said in her loving, motherly tone, “That’s the quickest way to Glam Moon.”


“Sometimes I think I’m already there.”


“Oh no, Garrett. You’ve a long way to go.”


She removed his hand, popped two more buttons, then dragged her heavy right breast from inside her shirt. He saw the scars and veins across her chest and had to hide his disgust. “Sugar,” she said, and pulled down the front of her bra to reveal a blunt, leathery nipple, broad as a penny.


He averted his eyes. He looked at the box with the watch inside—the watch, replicating an average American life: a complex but ultimately robotic device, ticking off seconds and minutes, doing the same thing 24/7.


She said, “Your legacy will be not determined by who you are, but by what you do.”


“Yes,” he said. And then, “I should go.”


“Not yet. Pop this bitter old thing into your mouth.” She curled one hand around the back of his head and ushered him close. “You’ve nowhere else to be.”


* * *


West Chippewa Street was a circus. Thinly dressed twenty-somethings thronged the sidewalks. They crowded veneered establishments with names like Platform Eleven and Absolution—weekend superstars, one and all, drinking and dancing, uploading their memories to Instagram. This was young America, adorned and exuberant. The night was an oil spill of color.


Garrett parked on the road between two streetlights, mostly in shadow, and watched from behind a darkened windshield.


Around and around their little lives go. Tick-tock. But where’s the progress, Garrett? Where’s the ambition?


He saw none. He saw waste and taint and indifference.


Ambition relies on moving forward. So tell me . . . how do you turn a circle into a straight line?


Garrett caressed the control box resting in the center console: a homemade device comprised of a toggle switch, a safety cover, and two nine-volt batteries. Two wires—one red, one black—led from the box to the trunk.


“To begin with,” he said, “you break the circle.”


He’d left the island just after 4 p.m. with his directive sounding in his mind. It had a hypnotic quality not unlike (and yes, he’d noted the irony) a clock ticking. Nolan Thorne had taken him to the mainland, then driven him to Rochester. Nolan—the island’s second-in-command—had handled all the final details. The precision work, he’d called it. This amounted to gathering and storing the necessary materials, and assembling the IED.


The ninety-minute drive from Fisherman’s Point to Rochester had been a blur. Nolan said nothing. It was only when they reached the storage unit in Rochester that he spoke. He handed Garrett the keys to the Altima and told him what was in the trunk. “If you’re compromised, the authorities need to believe you were acting alone. This’ll only happen if you can detail what you’re carrying.” He showed Garrett the red and black wires running from the trunk to the control box in the center console. “This is a two-position



toggle switch. Off and on. The safety cover will prevent you from flipping the switch before you’re ready.” Garrett had looked at the control box and nodded, his brain still engaged by that hypnotic ticking sound. “You get into position, lift the cover, flip the switch. Eighteen volts will only a provide a small spark, but that’s all you need.” Then Nolan did something he’d never done in all the time Garrett had known him: pulled Garrett into a clumsy embrace. It lasted no more than five seconds—long enough for Garrett to smell Nolan’s vinegary sweat and feel the moth-like fluttering in his chest. They’d separated to an awkward silence, then Nolan intoned with affected vigor, “I’ll see you in the Glam.”


They’d said their farewells. Garrett’s was lackluster. Dazed, almost. What he wanted to say was, Would you do it, Nolan? For all your loyalty and expertise . . . would you flip the switch? But every time a negative or resistant thought entered his mind, it was suffocated by that ticking sound.


Live music thumped from a bar called the Bottletop. It was huge, glass-fronted, with a rooftop terrace that bled color into the night. Kids howled and danced, hands in the air. Their silhouettes moved sinuously. Garrett focused on the front windows. Four of them, each as high and wide as a city bus. Garrett saw the people inside, like so many fish in an aquarium. They were as beautiful as fish, too. They dipped and winnowed.


It’s time, he thought, except he didn’t think it; the voice was not his own. He wiped a collar of sweat from the back of his neck and took a photograph from his shirt pocket. It was



of a handsome young man with a reddish brush cut and kind green eyes. Jefferson, his brother. More than that: his hero—his world—after their parents died. Garrett’s eyes blurred with tears. It wasn’t Jefferson’s voice, either.


“I’m so confused, Jeff,” Garrett mumbled. “Everything has gone to—”


It’s TIME.


Garrett’s mouth closed with a dry click. He drew his shoulders inward—could almost feel her close to him. If he looked into the rearview, he thought for sure he’d see her there, hovering, her eyes alight.


He slipped the photograph back into his pocket and started the car. One glance at the control box, then he rammed the transmission into drive. He didn’t pull away gradually; he stomped on the gas and the Altima jumped forward. The tires whinnied and smoked and the back end dragged just a little—not surprising considering what was in the trunk.


“These two wires,” Nolan had said, showing how they snaked beneath the driver’s seat, beneath the rear passenger seat, and into the trunk, “are connected to an igniter fashioned from a Christmas tree light. The igniter is inside a thin plastic tube packed with mercury fulminate and potassium chlorate. This is your detonator. The detonator is pushed inside six pounds of a black-market plastic explosive called Kerna-H4. There’s a five-gallon jerry can filled with gasoline on either side of the explosive, but make sure you fill up because that’ll put another eighteen gallons in the tank. That’s quite the fireball, but it doesn’t stop there; the cans are



secured by two fifty-pound bags of ANFO: a cocktail of ammonium nitrate and fuel oil. This is the payload, Garrett. The shock and the awe. Anyone within a hundred yards is going to get blown into the goddamn stratosphere.”


* * *


Garrett Riley was born in Indianola, Mississippi in the fall of 1983. The younger of two children, his upbringing was—for the first thirteen years of his life, at least—perfectly normal. His parents were upstanding Americans, former college sweethearts. Daddy was a track superstar who’d missed making the US Olympic team by the narrowest of margins. He went on to start his own adhesive label business, which flourished in the Reagan era. Mama was a reporter for Sunflower County’s Rapid News team. She had aspirations of anchoring at one of the bigger stations, but the arrival of Jefferson, then Garrett, derailed those plans. Not with any regret. Friends of the Rileys maintained that Lynda Riley was an unselfish, caring sweetheart of a mother, who raised those boys with open-hearted, Christian love and unwavering American principles.


For all the digging in the dirt, for all the right-wing and antiestablishment ties the media endeavored to make, the worst that could be said of young Garrett Riley was that he tried too hard to please, and that he was easily led. This fueled speculation that he was led on the night of April 14, 2018—that somebody else was pulling the strings. There was no evidence to support this, however, and Garrett marched alone into infamy. He wasn’t alone once he got there, of course. The New York Times likened Garrett’s crime



to that of Terry Nichols and Timothy McVeigh’s, who’d bombed the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City in 1995, killing 168. The Boston Globe drew comparisons to Andrew Kehoe and the Bath School disaster of 1927, in which forty-four people—including thirty-eight children—were killed in a series of devastating explosions. A Christian fundamentalist website declared with absolute earnestness that Garrett Riley had been possessed by the “hateful spirit” of Osama bin Laden. Further comparisons were made to Ted Kaczynski, Ramzi Yousef, and the devil.


With no connections to known terror organizations—domestic or foreign—investigators looked to Garrett’s mental stability, and here, particularly in later life, the weaknesses were evident. He and Jefferson were orphaned in 1997 when a drunk driver bounced his Chevy Silverado across the median on I-55, slamming head-on into the Lincoln being driven by Hank Riley. He and Lynda—returning home from a friend’s birthday party—were killed instantly. The brothers went to live with an uncle in Louisiana. Letters from Jefferson to his girlfriend in Mississippi, revealed that neither boy was happy there, and it went beyond being taken away from everything they knew. We’re not abused, or anything, Jefferson wrote. We’re just ignored . . . unloved, which is a kind of abuse, when you think about it. In subsequent correspondence, Jefferson wrote how Garrett begged Jefferson to run away with him. He’s been reading all these books about surviving in the wild. He’s got this idea we’d live like bears, maybe speak some secret language and scare away hikers. I told him we’d be more like Yogi and Boo-Boo.


Jefferson joined the armed forces in 2000, cutting the apron strings tethering him to his little brother. The people who knew Garrett at that time said he was more like a ghost than a person. “He’d just float in the background,” Aunt Bea said. “Wouldn’t say nothing to nobody. Randy called him Balloon Boy—just bobbing around, waiting to go pop.”


This detachment only deepened with Jefferson’s deployment to Afghanistan in 2002. Garrett was eighteen at the time. Other kids his age were going to parties, getting drunk, getting laid. Garrett’s interests were limited to reading European literature and writing angry poetry. In a 2004 email to Jefferson, he asked why Jefferson—by then on his second deployment—would want to be a part of such a dishonest war. Because I love my country, Jefferson replied. America has taken its share of knocks recently and we need to move some mighty big pieces to get things back the way they were. One person can’t do that. It’s the work of MANY people, pushing in the same direction. And that’s what I am, Garr . . . I’m one man pushing.


There are no images of Garrett burning the flag. He never sent threatening letters to his congressman or subscribed to hate propaganda. His response to Jefferson’s estimable patriotism—If you get killed over there (KILLED FOR NO GODDAMN REASON!) then I’m going to do some pushing of my own—was the only indication of a potentially violent temperament. It was jumped on by the media, sensationalized first and analyzed second.


“Here’s a man,” said Dr. Clyde Brisk, a noted forensic psychiatrist and author of Murder Nation: A History of Mass Murder in the USA, “who is clearly depressed and angry, but



who is not, at this time, displaying signs of sociopathic behavior. He is on the precipice. With the right help, he can turn his life around and engage agreeably with society. Conversely, with a nudge in the opposite direction, or even in the absence of help, he can lose whatever grip he has and become incredibly dangerous.”


Jefferson left the army in 2010 and returned to Louisiana, where he started his own truck repair business. He bought a house in Lafayette and Garrett moved in with him. This was no doubt a happier time for Garrett. He landed a job in construction and even had a string of girlfriends. None were particularly serious, but it was evidence that Garrett had retreated from the precipice. The photographs of him from this time showed a smiling young man who appeared to be enjoying life. His Facebook profile picture was of him and Jefferson, arms slung around one another, clutching bottles of Budweiser. Ninety percent of the photos he posted were of him and Jefferson: fishing on Spanish Lake; riding the Flyin’ Tiger at Dixie Landin’; standing shirtless in the rain at some washed-out barbecue. He loved his big brother, no doubt about it. But it was more than that. Jefferson was his stabilizing force. His center of gravity.


Dr. Brisk said, “Any level of dependency is a double-edged sword; what happens when the person you’re leaning on is no longer there? Ultimately, Garrett Riley needed to stand on his own two feet, and he was never able to do that.”


On October 6, 2016, Jefferson went to the Eezy-Mart on the corner of his street to buy milk and cookies for his pregnant fiancée. Moments later, a man wearing a Ninja Turtles mask



entered the store and leveled a double-action revolver at the cashier. Instead of emptying the register, the cashier leveled a gun of her own. Shots were fired. The assailant fled the scene with the cashier in pursuit, while Jefferson lay facedown in a puddle of milk and blood. He’d taken a bullet to the throat and died before his cookies hit the floor.


Garrett disappeared a short time later.


“Gone,” Madeline Burns—Jefferson’s fiancée—said blankly. “I figured he’d taken a dive off the Horace Wilkinson Bridge and his body was never recovered. Can’t say I missed him. He was like a rag after Jeff died, just laying around all gray and limp. I only realized he was AWOL after his boss called my house looking for him.”


Garrett spent at least a portion of the next eighteen months in New York City. He’d used his credit card to purchase a Greyhound ticket from Lafayette to Port Authority, and made three sizable cash withdrawals from the First Pioneer Bank in Brooklyn Heights. Other than that, his electronic footprint was nonexistent.


“He removed himself from the system,” senior FBI agent James Wilding said. “No online presence. No known address or place of employment. On record, he disappeared. In reality, he was likely working for cash and sleeping on a friend’s couch. Suffice to say, Garrett Riley’s whereabouts during this period, along with the identities of any known associates, is of great interest to us.”


The common theory was that the cash withdrawals (totaling $22,800 of Garrett’s inheritance money) went toward securing the bomb-building materials. Garrett’s electronic



footprint next appeared in March 2018 when he used his credit card to rent a storage unit in Rochester, New York, and again a month later when he rented a Nissan Altima from Meridian Car & Truck, also in Rochester.


Footage from security cameras showed the Altima striking the plate glass windows of the Bottletop bar in downtown Buffalo at 23:48 on Saturday April 14, 2018. Within ninety minutes, authorities had infiltrated the storage unit in Rochester, where they recovered snippets of multi-strand wire, a small amount of scattered ANFO prills, and a USB flash drive. The eighty-three second video on the flash drive showed Garrett standing in front of a plain white wall. The recording was steady and in focus, suggesting use of a tripod or other stabilizing device. Forensic audiologists confirmed no ambient sound to indicate the presence of a third party.


Garrett introduced himself: full name, date, and city of birth. His eyes were glazed and there was a robotic stiffness to his voice. He appeared sedated.


“My brother was a true and valiant American,” he said after a moment. His empty gaze wavered and he took an unsteady breath. “He served his country for ten years, including two yearlong deployments to Afghanistan. He didn’t die at the hands of Taliban insurgents. His transport helicopter wasn’t shot down over Kabul, and he didn’t step on a landmine. He was killed in a convenience store in Lafayette, Louisiana, while buying cookies for his pregnant fiancée. That’s right . . . ’Murica: a different kind of warzone, where repetition and lack of progress are the enemy, and everyone’s got blood on their hands.”


He wiped his eyes and stared at the camera for a full twenty seconds. Here he appeared most haunted, and haunting. Of all the photographs of Garrett, it was a still from this portion of the video that was used most widely by media sources.


“He used to bark at me when I’d call him a hero.” The slightest of smiles cracked his face, there and gone in a second. “Garr, he’d bark. I ain’t no hero. I’m just one man pushing. That’s what he always called himself: one man pushing. Well, that didn’t work out too good for him, did it? So maybe the secret is you’ve got to push a little bit harder.”


The blast from Garrett’s rolling IED punched a hole the size of a football field into downtown Buffalo. It obliterated the Bottletop and several of its neighbors, with structural damage reaching to within a three-block radius. It wasn’t as large in scale as the truck bomb that rocked Oklahoma City in 1995, but had it beat in terms of casualties: 228 killed and 406 injured, making it the second-deadliest terrorist attack within the United States.


It being an act of terrorism was never debated, despite Garrett (apparently) being a lone wolf, declaring no affiliation to known terror organizations, or taking any real political stance. He did have an axe to grind: the “repetition and lack of progress” that he held accountable for his brother’s death. But this was no act of revenge. As the president himself said: “If your grievance—however vague—is against a system or ideology and you’re killing innocent civilians, then make no mistake, you are a terrorist.”


“It’s difficult for people to quantify a disaster of this magnitude with one person,” Dr. Clyde Brisk said to Wolf



Blitzer on The Situation Room. “We associate terrorism with antiestablishment organizations . . . with resources, money, people. That one man, with his own set of grievances, could have done this is terrifying. As a psychiatrist, I’m interested in why, and so we go back to the precipice. How does someone go from being depressed and disillusioned to being one of the most hated figures in American history? The answer lies in the eighteen months that Garrett Riley was absent from society. He encountered something during this period that had a profound effect on him.”


“And ultimately caused him to snap,” Wolf added.


“It’s more sinister than that,” Dr. Brisk said. “These aren’t the actions of a weak-willed man who was pushed over the edge. Something—or somebody—got into his head and radically reshaped his way of thinking.”


“Are you suggesting he was brainwashed?” Wolf asked.


“Yes,” Dr. Brisk replied without hesitation. “That’s exactly what I’m suggesting.”
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“We might have stopped it,” Laura said.


“Don’t say that.”


“I think we had enough information. Yes, it was haphazard. Yes, it was—”


“Illogical.”


“Yes, but we could have—should have—put the pieces together.” Laura stood up from the kitchen table. She made a frantic gesture with her hands, as if she wanted to grab something but couldn’t, then exhaled and shook her head. “Jesus, I haven’t slept much these past few nights.”


Martin went to her. He circled her waist with one arm, stroked her hair, the same color—honey gold—as the day they’d met, just as full of body and bounce, and not a shimmer of gray. She looked at him with what he called her flashlight expression: illuminating, but searching. It didn’t ask, How can you make this right? but rather, How can we make this right? We. Together. Every knot they’d untangled in



their seventeen years of marriage, they’d untangled together.


“This isn’t ours to carry,” Martin said firmly. “It’s not like we had credible intel and chose to ignore it. We’re talking about an implausible event—a possible psychic occurrence.”


“Possible?”


“What can I say? I’m a rational man.” Martin tapped one finger off his skull. “I’m still struggling to make sense of this.”


“You saw it with your own eyes,” Laura said. “Forget the premonition, or possible premonition. Something happened between Edith and Shirley. A connection. A communication. And honey, it wasn’t normal.”


“We thought it was coincidence.” He took her hand and steadied it; she was making grabbing motions again. “We thought they’d watched the same shit on YouTube, or wherever, and it caused Shirley to have a seizure, and Edith to have a night terror. We could never have known it was more than that.”


“A paranormal event.”


“Yeah. Sure. Call it what you want.” Martin brought Laura’s trembling hand to his lips and kissed her fingers. “It was crazy shit, and it went beyond rational thinking.”


“Yes, but—”


“We can’t beat ourselves up for what happened, Laura.” Martin’s expression was more lead blanket than flashlight: serious and unwavering. “That way lies madness.”


* * *


Laura had gone to Edith’s room after making sure that Shirley was okay—that the seizure, or whatever it was, had passed. She’d bolted upstairs like Martin before her and found Martin



on his knees with Edith in his arms. Their youngest daughter appeared on the cusp of sleep, mumbling something, drenched with sweat. Martin stroked her brow and soothed her.


“Jesus Christ,” Laura gasped. She started across the room, then noticed the wild scrawling on the wall and stopped dead. “What the hell?”


“That’s the whoop-whoop,” Martin said, gesturing at one of the strange symbols—a diamond with sunrays shooting from it. He looked at her with huge, questioning eyes. “I don’t know what’s going on here.”


They’d dressed Edith in fresh pajamas and put her in their bed for the night. She slept soundly, barely moving. Laura used her phone to take pictures of Edith’s bedroom wall. Then they talked to Shirley. “You told us she was screaming inside,” Martin said. “How could you know that?” Shirley shrugged and said she couldn’t remember, but they knew she wasn’t being entirely truthful. They’d pressed, but gently. Shirley admitted that she sometimes got a “feeling” from Edith. “I’ve read that some identical twins can feel each other’s pain,” she said, and shrugged again. “Maybe it’s like that.”


“Do these mean anything to you?” Laura asked, showing Shirley the symbols on her phone. “Something you saw on TV, or online, perhaps?”


“They’re kinda creepy,” Shirley replied. She shook her head quickly. “No. I’ve never seen them before.”


Later that night, Martin told Laura about the string of letters and emojis that Shirley had tapped into her phone. He might have dismissed it, he said, only the nonsense had been punctuated by several full words.




“Like what?” Laura asked.


“Chippewa,” Martin replied. “That’s the only one


I remember for certain. And bottle-something. Bottlecap, maybe?”


Edith remembered very little of the incident, which lent credence to Martin’s theory that she’d suffered a night terror after watching something violent online—something that she and Shirley wouldn’t admit to having watched. It was a theory that Laura, reluctantly, accepted.


She checked Shirley’s phone, looking for the string of nonsense that Martin had told her about (she wasn’t a bit surprised to find it had been erased), and then perusing the browsing history. There was nothing of a violent nature. Same with the iPad, the laptop, and the “Recently Watched” list on Netflix.


“So they deleted it,” Martin said. “Must’ve. Or maybe they watched it on a friend’s phone. Claudette’s, I bet. Her parents are nuts.”


Edith wasn’t able to explain her impromptu artwork, either. She stared at her bedroom wall with a flavorless expression. “I know why I did it,” she said. “To get the bad things out of my head. I just don’t remember what any of them mean.”


Martin scrubbed the wall, but the ghosts of the symbols remained. He rolled over them with a fresh lick of paint and put the posters back up.


“If only we could paint over it in our minds so easily,” Laura had said. “Shit, Martin, maybe we need to talk to someone about this.”




“Let’s not sign up for the family shrink package just yet,” Martin replied. “We can file this under ‘freak coincidence’ and move on.”


And they tried. For the next two days they acted as if life was just peachy, and then everything spiraled.


2:37 a.m. The ungodly hours of Sunday morning. Laura had given up on sleep. Not even two glasses of wine and some brief, tussle-like lovemaking could help. She got out of bed and went downstairs, made herself an herbal tea, and sat drinking it in the silence of her living room. The iPad was on the arm of the sofa, its screen smeared with greasy finger tracks. Unconsciously—like every twenty-first century automaton—she grabbed it and logged into her social media. She saw the hashtags #buffalostrong and #prayforbuffalo, scrolled through her feed, saw photographs of burning buildings and cars, of firefighters and police, of victims and body bags.


“Jesus Christ,” Laura said. As with every large-scale disaster from the past seventeen years, she envisioned a passenger plane hitting the World Trade Center and her mind punched out two words. Simple words, but filled with fear and pleading: Not again.





Western NY Alerts @WestNYAlerts


100s feared dead as car bomb explodes in downtown Buffalo. Entire buildings wiped off the map. Blast was heard up to forty miles away.







Kate Jacobs @kissieroo


Pls #pray for my daughter Queenie Jacobs celebrating job promotion with friends in #Buffalo.


Not answering cell. Call me Queenie please call Mommy.





NewsForce New York @newsforceny


W. Chippewa St. “heartbeat” of Buffalo nightlife.


Authorities say death toll could reach 500.


#prayforbuffalo





Laura turned off the iPad. She grabbed the remote control and flicked on the TV. The story had hijacked scheduled programming; BREAKING NEWS adorned the lower third of every station she flipped to. CNN declared the death toll was at 120. CBS News had it at 150. Any degree of tiredness had vacated Laura’s system. She watched with massive, unblinking eyes and a loose jaw.


“—terrible scenes from downtown Buffalo as firefighters struggle to—”


“—advising people to stay in their homes—”


“—conflicting reports. Some say the vehicle was parked—”


“—hallmark of a terrorist attack, but as yet no—”


Aerial footage showed the scale of the devastation: a burning hole in the city, buildings ablaze, the damage extending several blocks. More intimate camera work offered the efforts of rescue workers digging through smoldering rubble; a triage nurse wiping ash and blood from a young man’s forehead; a high-heeled shoe abandoned on the sidewalk.




Laura covered her mouth. Tears pricked her eyes. The ticker announced PRESIDENT CALLS BOMBING “COWARDLY AND DESPICABLE.” A shot of a firefighter rolling a flattened hose across Franklin Street switched to footage of an ambulance bolting north on Main. Its lightbar cut through the smoky darkness. Its siren howled.


Laura imagined a diamond with sunrays beaming from it.


“Whoop-whoop,” she said.


She stiffened in her seat, a deep chill rising from the small of her back to her skull. With tears rolling down her face, she flipped channels until she found what she was looking for.


The ticker: POLICE CONFIRM VEHICLE DRIVEN THROUGH FRONT WINDOW OF CROWDED DOWNTOWN BAR BEFORE BOMB WAS DETONATED. A map of the area filled the screen, with a small red circle drawn around the Bottletop bar on West Chippewa Street, and a larger circle indicating the blast radius.


Chippewa, Martin had said the other night, referring to one of the few legible words that Shirley had keyed into her phone during her seizure. That’s the only one I remember for certain. And bottle-something. Bottlecap, maybe?


“Bottletop,” Laura said. She wanted to scream.


Instead she stood up and walked out of the living room, appearing oh-so-calm on the outside, while on the inside she was cold and shrieking. She went upstairs and shook Martin awake.


“Martin, hey . . .” She nudged him gently. She wanted to blast ice into his face and drag him from between the sheets. “Martin—”




“’Sup?” He blinked groggily.


“Get up. You need to see this.”


“Huh? What time—”


“You need to see this.”


He’d risen from bed with his hair erected in quills and his ass-crack popping from the top of his boxers. Moments later he was alert and bug-eyed, clutching Laura’s hand as they sat on the sofa and watched the news unfold. “Can’t be,” he kept saying. “It’s wild coincidence. Has to be.” His denial faltered when the Fox 29 news anchor somberly intoned, “The following report contains scenes of a graphic nature. Viewer discretion is advised,” and the screen displayed footage of a young man with no hands being loaded into the back of an ambulance. He was bandaged and sedated—one of the lucky ones, apparently, although the tears rolling down his face suggested he thought otherwise.


“Fuck.” Martin sprung off the sofa—nearly taking Laura with him—and glared at the TV. “The man with no hands is crying.”


Laura shook her head once and looked at him. She was almost too fractured to respond. Within the hour she would down a jigger of whiskey and go back to bed, sleep until late afternoon. For now she took a breath that rolled all the way to her toes, and on the exhale asked Martin to elaborate.


“Something Edith said.” Martin closed his eyes and touched his forehead, honing the memory. “One of her symbols. The man with no hands is crying.”


“She said that?”


“Yeah, but I figured it was just, you know . . .



randomness.” He shrugged and sighed at the same time. “I’d pretty much forgotten about it. Until now.”


“Right,” Laura said, looking at the TV—at a photograph of Garrett Riley. THE FACE OF EVIL, according to the caption. She jabbed the red button on the remote and the screen went dark. It was heavenly. “And you still think this is all a coincidence?”


“It’s just . . . I don’t—”


“Martin. Come on, baby. Coffee beans—smell them.” She inhaled robustly. Her teeth flashed. “Edith didn’t have a night terror. It was a premonition.”


“Jesus Christ, Laura.”


“A fucking premonition.” Laura stood up, her hands balled into fists. She looked like she wanted to let loose—to punch the walls and throw shit. Instead she sunk to her knees and lowered her face into her hands, not crying, but exhausted. She didn’t move for a long time, and when she did it was to get the whiskey. Martin did nothing—said nothing—to comfort her, but she could tell he wanted to; they’d been together twenty years, married for seventeen. She knew his heart as well as her own. He just stood in his own void, though, looking sad and boyish in yesterday’s boxers.


* * *


“So what do we do?” Laura asked, still with the flashlight expression, although she’d stopped making the grabbing motions with her hands.


“We continue as normal,” Martin replied. “We try, at least.”


“Bullshit,” Laura said. “There is no normal. I admit that we couldn’t have assumed anything supernatural, but we can’t



just plunge our heads in the sand. We need to talk to someone. If Edith has a condition—extrasensory or psychological—she needs to find a way to manage it, and that means getting expert help.”


“We took her to that hypnotherapist before,” Martin said. He removed his arm from around Laura’s waist, returned to the kitchen table, and dropped into his seat with a tired thump. “The Star Wars guy. He seemed to help.”


“Maybe,” Laura said. She crossed to the other counter, slid a half-full bottle of Merlot toward her. “I was thinking of someone more . . . sensitive to the paranormal angle.” She held up the bottle of wine. “Am I turning into an alcoholic?”


“This would be a good week to start.”


“Hmm. You want?”


“Yeah.”


Laura plucked two glasses from the cupboard, emptied the bottle into them, and joined Martin at the kitchen table. They drank and licked their lips at the same time, then Martin said:


“Sensitive?”


“What if all Edith’s night terrors were actually premonitions? It sounds crazy, but given what we know, we should consider it a possibility.”


“It would explain all the wild shit she came up with,” Martin admitted. “Things she could never know.”


“Right.”


“But she’s never drawn the symbols before.”


“True, but the bombing was on a different scale. It might have been too much for her mind to take.”




“So the drawings were overflow? Mental spillage?”


“Or some kind of release. She said she had to get the bad things out of her head, right?” Laura drank from her glass—not a sip but a glug, splashing wine on the table. She mopped it up with her sleeve. “Listen, when I was researching my dissertation, I remember reading about this psychiatrist who’d drawn comparisons between psychic ability and mental illness. He claimed that a small percentage of psychiatric patients had been misdiagnosed—that they actually had some form of extrasensory energy they couldn’t align with. He called it a paranormal coil or a psychic coil. Something like that.”


“A unique take,” Martin said. “I’m sure that went down well with the American Psychiatric Association.”


“I’m not saying I believe it,” Laura added. “But it suggests a gray area—a lack of knowledge. I think we’d be smart to err on the side of caution. This is our daughter. I don’t want her analyzed, prodded, and labeled. And I for damn sure don’t want her institutionalized just because some shrink can’t think outside the box.”


“Agreed.”


“Good.” Laura reached across the table and clasped Martin’s hand. “So you don’t mind if I make some inquiries—see if I can find someone more . . . sympathetic?”


“Sure,” Martin said. “Let’s give it a shot.”


“Thank you,” Laura said, and found a smile. “Something else: I think we should all talk to someone. We’re going to need help carrying the load.”


“Therapy?”




“Let’s call it nonjudgmental conversation,” Laura said. “I’ve already booked an appointment with a spiritual advisor. You can take a more conventional route, of course. As John Lennon said: ‘Whatever gets you through the night.’”


“Okay,” Martin said. He’d barely touched his wine, but now he lifted the glass and drained two thirds. “Okay. Yeah. I can do that.”


“You’re a good man.”


He winked and tugged Laura’s hand, urging her across the table. And she obliged, shimmying on her stomach like a woman half her age, feet off the floor, lips red with wine. He leaned close and they kissed. Her honey-gold hair was the same as the day they’d met, and so was her mouth—her kiss. The love had changed, though. It was sky-broad and still growing. It was entwined with his. Not a her thing but a them thing.


“We’re going to get through this,” he said.


And she said, “You bet.”


* * *


Shirley stood up from the top stair, where she’d sat for the last fifteen minutes listening to her parents’ conversation. She didn’t have to strain her ears, either; when Mom and Dad had one of their powwows in the kitchen, their voices—even if they whispered—carried into the hallway and swirled around the ceiling above the stairway. A cool acoustic quirk. Her music teacher once told her there was an area inside Grand Central Station where you could whisper into a corner, and no matter how much noise and kerfuffle there was around (and Shirley figured there was always a good deal of noise and kerfuffle at Grand Central Station), the person



standing in the opposite corner would hear your voice like you were standing next to them. This was similar to the way Edith sometimes communicated with her—a direct, secret method, bypassing traditional routes. It was fun to begin with, but it wasn’t normal, and Shirley knew it had to stop.


No good could come from it.


Shirley eavesdropped on her parents until they started smooching—totally gross—then snuck along the landing to Edith’s room. She inched the door open and crept inside.


“Edith? You awake?”


The bedclothes shuffled and Edith sat up, her eyes bright and owl-like in the glow of the nightlight. She clutched Paisley Rabbit to her breast. He squeaked companionably. She was too old for Paisley, but he made an appearance every now and then. A comfort thing.


“They’re talking about us again,” Shirley said, and perched on the edge of Edith’s bed. “About you, mostly.”


“What are they saying?”


“That thing in Buffalo. The bomb. They think you saw it in your mind before it happened in real life.”


“Oh. That doesn’t sound good.”


“How much do you remember?”


“Nothing really.” Several shallow lines crossed Edith’s brow. “Just . . . flashes. Like trying to remember a dream.”


They sat in silence for a moment, the only sounds coming from the other side of the blinds: the traffic coursing along Melon Road, a radio playing some catchy nerd-rock song, older kids shooting hoops beneath the lights in Oval Park Court. Just another cool spring evening in Flint Wood, New York.




“They’re worried about us.” Shirley looked at the wall where Edith had scrawled her symbols. Nothing there now but the fresh-paint tracks Dad had made with the roller. “Mom’s bringing in help. A specialist.”


“The Star Wars guy?”


“Not this time. It’ll be someone different.” She recalled her mom’s description. “Someone sympathetic.”


Edith gathered Paisley a little closer. She appeared to take all this on board, and accept it, then her brow furrowed more deeply and her upper lip quivered, and all at once her face scrunched. Tears jumped from her eyes and she used Paisley’s floppy ears to smudge them away.


“It’s not my fault,” she sniveled, trying to keep her voice down. “I didn’t ask for this.”


Shirley shuffled closer, threw an arm around her little sister, and kissed her clumsily on the cheek. “Shhh . . . hey, I never said it was your fault.”


“You’re mad at me. I can tell.”


“No, it’s just . . . I told you, Ede, I can’t hold your hand anymore. Not up here.” Shirley pressed a finger to her forehead. “I thought I was helping you, but I’m not. I’m making things worse.”


“I was scared,” Edith moaned, mopping more tears away. “I know you said not to, and I tried, but it was too big.”


“Yeah, but we freaked Mom and Dad the hell out. They’re bringing in a specialist. There’ll be questions, examinations. I’m worried it’ll lead to more questions—smelly old men in suits digging through your brain.”


Edith’s jaw fell. “You think?’




“Maybe,” Shirley said. “This thing . . . it’s not natural, Ede. It scares people.”


“It scares me.”


“Right, which is why you need to control it. And I’m going to help you.” Shirley touched her forehead again. “Just not up here.”


A barking dog joined the evening chorus. It was loud and insistent. Shirley listened for a moment, lost in thought.


“I’m going to take you somewhere over the weekend,” she said.


Edith looked at her curiously. “Where?”


“My special place.” Shirley leaned closer, lowering her voice. “But don’t tell Mom and Dad. We’re in enough trouble as it is.”


“Okay.”


Shirley smiled. Not a full smile, certainly not a happy one, but better than nothing. She kissed her sister on the cheek again, then stood up and started toward the door.


“Shirl?”


She stopped, turned around. Maybe it was the way Edith’s eyes shimmered in the nightlight’s bluish glow, or the stuffed toy secured faithfully in her arms, but she looked so young. Five years old, not ten.


“This place,” Edith said. “Is it bad?”


Shirley bristled. She tried to keep her voice even, but it quavered just a little. “You need to stay out of my mind, Ede.”


Edith shook her head. “I didn’t, Shirl. I promise. I . . .” The rabbit in her arms squeaked. “I didn’t.”


“Do you trust me?”




“You know I do.” Edith dabbed at her eyes again. “I love you.”


The kids on the court whooped and cheered—one of the them must have sunk a three-pointer. A truck boomed as it crossed the railroad tracks near Abraham Heights and one of their neighbors shouted to quit that goddamn dog barking.
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Shirley told their mom they were going to Claudette’s house to watch the new Five Factor video on YouTube, which was true, but what she didn’t say was that she and Edith would be taking an alternate route there.


“It feels like lying,” Edith said.


“It’s not lying,” Shirley insisted, starting across Melon Road with Edith half a step behind. “It’s just not the whole truth.”


“But Mom said to go straight there and come straight back. And to call before we leave.”


“We’re taking a detour, that’s all, and we will call before we leave. Now stop bitching. This is important.”


They walked until they were out of their house’s sightline (had to assume Mom was watching from Edith’s bedroom window, which afforded a good view of Melon Road) before beginning their detour. With a quick glance over her shoulder, Shirley cut through Oval Park Court and across the Bargain Tire parking lot. Edith followed, biting her lip, her chest all



bunched up. What if someone saw them? Their mom was a teacher at Flint Wood High. Everybody knew her. All it would take was one person. Hey, I saw your girls outside Bargain Tire on Saturday. They looked to be in an awful hurry. Edith groaned, imagining the punishment. Grounded, for sure. No screen time for a week. Worst of all, Mom and Dad would be ashamed of them—ashamed for lying. Maybe Shirley wasn’t fazed by that, but just the thought of it broke Edith’s heart.


She faltered, then stopped.


“What’s the matter?” Shirley asked.


“Are you sure about this?” Edith looked at her older sister, one hand raised to shield the afternoon sunlight. “What if Mom finds out? What if she calls Claudette’s house and we’re not there?”


“That’s a chance we have to take.”


“Why? What’s so special about this place?”


“It’s going to help you.”


“How?”


“Enough with the questions. Ugh.” Shirley rolled her eyes, hands on her hips. “Listen, even if Mom finds out, even if we’re grounded for a year, it’ll be worth it. You want the bad things to go away, right?”


Edith nodded.


“Then come on. And no more questions.”


Shirley swiveled on her heels, carried on walking. Edith puffed out her cheeks and followed.


* * *


They walked along Peter Avenue and through the new subdivision. There was still building going on and in places



the ground was muddy. Evidence, Edith thought, frowning at the brownish gloop on her very white sneakers. “We have to cross a creek later on,” Shirley said, looking at the mud on her own shoes. “The worst of it will come off then.” Edith nodded, but wondered where they were going that they had to cross a creek. There were no creeks in Flint Wood, not that she knew of. Beacon River rolled through downtown, but that was too deep to cross—unless, of course, they wanted to get more than their sneakers wet. There were numerous creeks and ponds in the deep country beyond the town proper. In this part of upstate New York—eighteen miles south of Syracuse—they wouldn’t have to journey far to find fresh water. The direction they were heading—west, toward Barrow Farm and Judd’s Gas Stop—they’d hit the edge of town in a mile or so. Not crazy far, Edith thought, but perhaps a little too far for two girls who’d told their mom they were playing at a friend’s house five blocks away.


Makers Bridge spanned the Beacon, which glimmered serenely in the April sunshine. Swan Park was on the other side, where children chased and howled, spilling joy like water. Edith looked at the swings longingly, but Shirley said they didn’t have time. Edith compromised with a quick zip down the slide, then caught up with Shirley, who’d kept walking. After crossing Church Street, they skirted the baseball diamonds, and from there passed into the cool shade of Spruce Forest, a part of the broader, often rugged woodland that gave the town its name.


“Your special place is in the woods?” Edith asked, snagging Shirley’s T-shirt more firmly than she’d intended.


“Relax. It’s on the other side.” Shirley took a breath and wiped her brow. “We’ll get there quicker by cutting through.”


The woods were dappled with flecks of olive and bronze, punctuated by spokes of sunlight that angled through the dense canopy. Birdsong rang throughout and the understory rippled with life—chipmunks, mostly, although they saw an alarmingly plump garter snake that slithered into the foliage like a pulled thread. Edith and Shirley trooped on. Only once did they let their sense of adventure overtake them: Shirley made horns out of pinecones and chased Edith through the trees. They circled and squealed, loud as mockingbirds. “I’m the devil,” Shirley announced gleefully. “I’m coming for your sooooooooul.” The girls broke from the forest line breathless and giggling, then descended a shallow bank splashed with dandelions. Here was the creek, narrow and almost blue. They kicked off their sneakers and washed the mud from them, then crossed the water, getting only the cuffs of their jeans wet. They ascended the adjacent bank still barefoot and looked across a rutted field to the outskirts of Barrow Farm.


“We’re a long way from home,” Edith said, slipping into her sneakers. “Mom’s going to find out, you wait and see. And she’s going to be so mad.”


They made their way across the field, then slipped between the rails of a decrepit fence and stood for a moment assessing the scene. Beyond them, an empty barn loomed pale and bonelike, its uneven shadow spewed across a bleak, unwelcoming yard.


Edith reached for Shirley’s hand—for real, not in her mind—and held tight.


“Is this it?” she asked.


“No,” Shirley said. “But we’re close.”


* * *


When Edith was five she had a feverish dream in which a man named Cobb beat his wife with a broken chair leg and then set fire to his house. He went outside, sat on the tailgate of his truck, and sipped a Bud while his wife and three children suffocated on black smoke and died before the flames reached their bodies. Except it wasn’t a dream. Edith had been awake, staring into a terrible window that had opened between her bed and the ceiling. She saw the mesmerizing orange flames lick across the sofa and catch the drapes; saw Cobb’s wife splutter and hack and die in a kneeling position; heard Cobb’s children make similar noises and bounce their small fists off the walls. There wasn’t even enough oxygen to scream. Edith screamed, though. She screamed loud enough for everybody, terrified that she would somehow tumble upward through the window and land in the middle of the blazing living room, or that the flames would roll like horrible waves into her world and blacken everything she loved. Mom and Dad reached her before either of these nightmarish fates came to pass. “Thomas,” Edith gasped. This was one of the children’s names. He was three years old and his small lungs had choked out first. “Fire . . . Broom . . . Spinner.” The images eventually faded and the window closed. Edith succumbed to sleep with her heart still dashing. Mom slept with her, curled close enough to pair their dreams.


If they’d lived in Alabama instead of upstate New York, Edith’s parents would almost certainly have seen it on the



news: FOUR DEAD IN SPINNER HOUSE FIRE. They’d have heard how Molson Cobb, thirty-seven, faced four counts of manslaughter after setting fire to his house with his family still inside. They would have seen Spinner police chief Ernie Broom burst into tears during his press conference and promise—with a globule of snot hanging off his lip—a swift and godless reprisal. But, one thousand miles away, what they got was the tragic death of a former SU quarterback and the shooting of an Auburn police officer during a routine traffic stop and postseason baseball scores.


Over the next four months, Edith saw a helicopter crash in the icy peaks of Colorado, a propane explosion at a sheet metal factory in Montreal, and an EF4 tornado that turned the town of Reed Valley, Florida, upside down. Edith’s parents saw this latter event on the news—it was big news, impossible to miss—a week or so later, but didn’t associate it with Edith’s nightmare-like ramblings.


Their family doctor recommended an established, comfortable bedtime routine, but that was the best she could do in terms of a remedy. With the episodes persisting, Edith’s parents spent the next two years seeking second, third, and fourth opinions from specialists, and were continuously assured there was nothing wrong with Edith’s brain, that the night terrors were possibly stress-related, and that they’d have to endure some ugly nights until Edith outgrew them. After trying various treatments they found online—all to no avail—they decided to take an alternative approach.


The hypnotherapist’s name was Rafe Caine. (“I know, huh?” he’d remarked excitedly to Edith’s parents. “It’s like a



Galactic Empire name.”) During the initial assessment, Rafe asked Edith about home and school, not in a doctorly—or even a teacherly—way, but more like a big brother. He then asked Edith to list the things that made her anxious, followed by the things that made her happy. The assessment concluded with Rafe using his Star Wars figures to depict a galactic battle between Edith’s happiness (the Alliance) and her anxiety (the Empire). Edith’s happiness won, of course, when Princess Leia shot Darth Vader off the bookshelf with her blaster pistol.


Edith came into her follow-up session completely relaxed, which was good because Rafe put her to sleep right away. It wasn’t real sleep, with snoring and dreaming. More like a daydream. Edith’s eyes were open, but she felt detached. Floaty was how she’d described it to her parents later that day. She lay on a comfortable couch and stared at a soft light focused on an otherwise dark ceiling. Rafe’s voice was the only sound in the room.


He told Edith—and her mom, who sat silently in the corner—that going to sleep was like a journey through space, made up of different stages. Pavor nocturnus, he said, or night terrors, occurred during the third stage of non-REM sleep, when the brain was throwing out delta waves and the body had started recuperating from the rigors of the day. “It was,” he added after a dramatic pause, “the perfect time to strike.”


In his softer, big-brotherly tone, and to Edith directly, he said, “You are in control of your journey. You are aware of your surroundings. Your breathing and heart rate have slowed all the way down, but at any point you can turn your ship around or hyperspace to another part of the galaxy. You can even radio for



backup. That’s right, you’re not alone. When the threat is near—when you feel it within your airspace—you will visualize your alliance. It may be your mom, or Zelda from school, or—”


“Shirley,” Edith whispered.


“Or Shirley, yes. Your big sister. The perfect alliance. Visualize her, Edith. Sorry—Captain Lovegrove. See her hair and eyes, and the way she smiles. See the shape of her eyebrows and—”


“She’s thirteen,” Edith said. “That makes her a teenager.”


“Yes it does. Good girl. See how tall she is. Hear her voice. See what she’s wearing and—”


“Freckles like mine.”


“Good. Yes. She’s so close you can see her freckles. You can hold her hand. And when you do—when you reach for it—the threat will retreat. This is the power of your alliance. Visualize it. Reach for it. Use it.”


Edith had three similar hypnotherapy sessions over the course of six weeks, training her mind to become aware of her sleep patterns and either wake up before the night terror landed, or to visualize an emblem of support and reach for it. Of course, nobody suspected the issue might be paranormal in nature, or that Rafe’s method was successful only because of Edith’s ability to go beyond visualization.


She’d first “reached” Shirley a week after her final session. The window had yawned with a mad, rusty sound and Edith saw a silver passenger train with the words CONNECT VALLEY stenciled on every carriage in happy blue letters. The train wasn’t happy, though. It clattered and howled. Reflections blurred across the windows: of trees and mossy embankments and a milky strip of river. The air smelled of oil and rain.


She sat up in bed, eyes wide open. Rafe’s big-brotherly voice drifted at the edge of her subconscious: When the threat is near—when you feel it within your airspace—you will visualize your alliance.


Edith looked beyond the window. She looked for Shirley.


See her hair and eyes, and the way she smiles.


Brakes blew with an explosive hiss and smoke frothed from beneath the locomotive. It thundered into a bend that paralleled a natural curve in the landscape, where coniferous trees towered out of sight and jags of rock announced themselves in variants of gray. The locomotive made it through and so did the second carriage. The third, fourth, and fifth carriages derailed in a blink. They skated on their sides and flipped, then met with the rocks and trees and obliterated.


Edith came close to screaming but pushed it back with everything she had. She closed her eyes but the window was still there, a shimmering, flexing screen powered by some exceptional energy in her brain. She could turn away and it would turn with her. She could run from the room and it would follow. Her skull throbbed. Her heart was a relentless gun. She saw pieces like so many broken plates and burning trees and survivors crawling through the wreckage. Some of them screamed and some died as she watched. She saw a severed leg and a shocked, trembling child and a man holding a dead woman like he meant to dance with her.


The thinnest vein of logic occurred to Edith: that she could draw the images from her head—that by transposing them to paper, or even to the wall, they would lose their vitality and the window would close. She would have tried it,



too, if she hadn’t seen the shocked child again and noted the freckles splashed across her cheeks. They were so like her own freckles. So like Shirley’s.


Edith felt it then. Something deep inside her brain either connected or disconnected—it was difficult to tell—and in the next instant Shirley was there, as clear as the window but a safe distance from it. Shirley, her alliance, with her freckles and blue eyes, her lips of a particular shape and her sisterly hand reaching.


The window displayed a crying infant being pulled from beneath wreckage and an elderly woman howling at the rain. It displayed blood, ruin, and pain. Instead of screaming, Edith reached across an incomprehensible space and clasped her sister’s hand.


Am I dreaming? Shirley asked.


Maybe. I don’t know.


Edith? What’s going—


I need you.


And that was all she had to say. Shirley opened her mind, which brimmed with love and warmth, and Edith found shelter.


The visions persisted, however. Occasionally they were vague enough for Edith to handle alone, but when they were too vivid—too big—she reached for her alliance. Through the darkness and beyond reason, she found her sister’s hand. It was always there.


I’d be lost without you, Shirl. Totally cray-cray.


Or maybe you’d be more like a zombie, all droolly and smelly.


Braaaaaaaaiiins.


Edith became so adept at reaching for Shirley that she didn’t really have to reach; that connection—or disconnection, whichever it was—became so natural that she could do it without thinking. She sometimes touched Shirley’s mind when either of them were feeling low, or during one of their parents’ stern talks—It’s hard to take Dad seriously while he’s wearing his BAZINGA T-shirt—or just to say hi.


Yo, girl.


Yo.


And then one evening at the dinner table Shirley surprised Edith by snarling at her, You can NEVER tell anybody about this. It’s a freak thing. Don’t pretend you don’t KNOW that. Edith had dropped her fork and looked across the table with hurt, tear-struck eyes—ignoring her mom, who’d asked if she was okay—and Shirley had stared back with an indifferent expression. They used to burn girls like you at the stake.


* * *


They walked from wiry grass into a yard where trash and pieces of machinery glittered among the weeds. The farmhouse was a derelict silhouette. Small birds dotted the roof and called. Edith wondered if Shirley’s special place was inside the house. They’d enter through the crumbling front door, or—worse—through the bulkhead and into the cellar. It would be full of old farm tools with long handles and rusty blades, and there’d be shelves crammed with nameless things in dusty jars—


“Not the farmhouse.” Edith stopped walking. One of the birds took wing and vanished in the haze. “I’d rather scream through the night than go in there.”


“This way,” Shirley said, tugging Edith in the opposite direction.


They passed a rusted tractor with a near-architectural spider’s web—thick as string—hanging between the steering wheel and the seat. A few steps farther they came to a water trough pitched on its side, overrun by an embroidery of beautiful, flowering weeds. The dead foal was beyond this.


“Oh, gross.”


“Don’t look at it,” Shirley said.


Hard not to look. It had been dead a long time—a small horse shape, little more than a skeleton draped with papery skin and cartilage. Its ears had been chewed off. Its eye sockets were empty. The hole in its stomach was large enough for a rat to crawl into, dry as a pocketful of dust.


“This place is horrible,” Edith moaned.


“It’s where bad things belong,” Shirley said.


They passed through an open gate into another field. The grass was as tall as Shirley and it rattled as the breeze blew. They walked maybe fifty yards but it felt longer, with Shirley frequently stopping to look back at the farmhouse and keep her bearings. Eventually they stepped into a clearing and Shirley gently pulled on Edith’s hand, stopping her.


“We’re here. Watch your step.”


The clearing was no more than twenty feet in diameter, bordered by more tall grass but also a blackberry bush sprinkled with ripe fruit. There was a crumbling brick ring in the center, waist-high, covered by five boards nailed roughly together. Shirley started to push the boards aside while Edith went directly to the berries.


“Don’t eat them,” Shirley warned. “They’re poisonous.”


“What?”


“I’m serious, Ede.”


Edith had plucked a berry but now she dropped it with a little gasp and wiped her fingers down the front of her T-shirt. They left a purple stain. More evidence, but it didn’t matter anymore. No punishment could compare to this place.


“Help me with this,” Shirley said.


Edith did, bending at the knee and using both hands to slide the cover off the partially collapsed brick ring. It revealed a dark hole running deep into the earth, wide enough that Edith could fall in and hit the bottom without touching the sides.


“A well,” Edith said, taking a considerable step backward. One of the bricks toppled into the hole, disturbed by the movement of the boards. At least three seconds passed before she heard it hit the water at the bottom. “Jeez, a deep well.”


“I wouldn’t drink the water, though,” Shirley said. “Like the berries, it’s poisonous. Full of wickedness. This well is only good for one thing.”
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