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Betsy


Twenty-five minutes from now a plane will crash. I’ll watch about a hundred and fifty people die. The doomed passengers have just started boarding, two gates down from where I sit, peering at them over the top of Teen Vogue magazine. It will take another twelve minutes to finish the boarding process. Four minutes more for the plane to push back from the gate. Seven minutes for it to taxi to the end of the runway. There’s a small chance the plane will wind up behind Flight 1517 to Memphis on the taxiway—it’s happened three times in the last sixty days. Add three minutes to the timeline if that happens. Ninety seconds for take-off. Another eighteen seconds until the plane reaches the perfect position in the sky.


And then Flight 117 from Indianapolis to Washington, D.C. will plummet to earth.


What will it look like? Not the fireball of a movie plane crash, I think, although the plane will be loaded with fuel. I may not see anything from my vantage point in the airport. Just a sudden descent and the sound of a low, distant thud.


The congressman closes his copy of the Indianapolis Star and sets it aside. He stands, entering the boarding line. He flies this route often. Sometimes he gets upgraded to first class, but today he’s in coach. His frequent flier status lets him board ahead of most of the passengers. As he steps onto the jetway, I tap out a text on my phone. “Getting a bacon & egg biscuit. Want one?” The reply comes quickly, “No thx.” If I’d typed sausage, it would have meant the congressman wasn’t on board. If the reply had been yes, the operation would have been scrubbed.


A woman runs down the concourse, practically dragging a little girl of four or five. They’re both out of breath and sweating. The little girl’s hair is done up in poofy pigtails, held in place with yellow plastic barrettes that look like tiny bananas.


The barrettes remind me of my mother. She used to put my hair up like that. She used to hum or sometimes sing while she did my hair. I’d give anything to hear her sing again. I even had banana barrettes like the little girl’s. What is it with banana barrettes? Does every little girl own a pair? Do they give them away at hair salons?


I sent out a silent prayer: Please don’t stop at Gate 12A. The congressman deserves to die. And I’ve accepted the fact that there will be some collateral damage. A lot of collateral damage. But this is an early-morning flight normally frequented by businessmen, not little girls and their mothers.


They stop at Gate 12A. The mother rushes to the desk, holding out her phone. She shows it to the gate attendant, and they exchange a few words I can’t hear. Then the mother shoves her phone into the outer pocket of her purse and trudges to the back of the boarding line.


I could call off the operation with a text. But later, I’d need to give a reason, and a little girl with banana barrettes isn’t a reason my father will accept.


I rise from my chair, setting aside the fashion mag. There are only a few passengers waiting at this gate—14A. A few of them eye me suspiciously. A grandmotherly type gives me a kind smile. I’ve attracted a lot of attention, which is exactly how I want it. It’s not really me they’re looking at; it’s my clothing. A flowing dress that covers me from wrist to ankle. A scarf wrapped tightly around my head, so nothing but the oval of my face is showing. The scarf is unfamiliar and feels confining, pressing my hair tightly against my head. I prefer to wear my hair down, free and flowing around my shoulders. My disguise probably won’t help if I’m arrested, but witnesses will report that a Muslim girl was here, and the police will focus on that.


I walk slowly toward Gate 12A. I pretend I’m heading for the Starbucks just beyond the gate. The woman is clutching her little girl’s hand tightly. The woman’s purse is slung across her back. I pretend to trip, crashing into the woman.


“I’m so sorry, how clumsy of me,” I say as I surreptitiously lift the woman’s cell phone from her purse.


“Are you okay?” she asks.


“Fine. Sorry again.” I clutch my hand to my stomach, bending over slightly, hiding the cell phone under the fabric that drapes off my arm. I pass her, continuing to the Starbucks.


I stand with my back to the line of passengers, shielding the cell phone with my body. I turn the phone off, wipe it with the sleeve of my dress, and then drop it into the Starbucks’ trash can. I pretend to examine the cookies in the bakery case for a moment, and then make my way back to my seat at Gate 14A. I take out my boarding pass—it’s a totally legit ticket for the flight to Chicago that boards an hour from now—and pretend to examine it. No matter what happens, I won’t be on that flight.


A few moments later, the woman and her daughter have reached the front of the boarding line. She digs around in her purse, looking for the missing cell phone. Her movements become increasingly frantic as she searches. The gate attendant ushers her out of line, and she continues her frantic search as the other passengers board.


The gate attendant is shaking her head, trying to be sympathetic. The woman is in tears now. The gate attendant shakes her head again and shuts the door to the jetway.


I type another text into my phone. “I’ve got about eighteen dollars left,” it says, which is perfectly true; I’m carrying eighteen bucks and some change. I don’t hit send. The plane taxis out of my field of view, and I wait until I see it roar down the runway. As its wheels leave the ground, I push send. The people on that plane have a little over eighteen seconds left to live.


I rise from my chair, strolling to the women’s restroom. As I reach the door, I look over my shoulder and out the huge glass windows that overlook the runways. In the distance, the plane, small enough that it looks like a toy, plummets straight down. It slowly tilts from horizontal as it falls. It disappears behind the low hill and trees past the end of the runway. Nothing else happens. There’s no noise, no shock wave, no explosion that I can detect from the airport. It’s terribly anti-climactic. No one else at the airport even noticed it, as far as I can tell.


I step into a stall in the women’s room and strip off my dress and headscarf. Under all that silk, I’m wearing jean shorts and a tee. I stuff the dress and scarf into my backpack and leave the restroom, sauntering down the concourse.


I reach the arrivals level outside the airport. The driver is waiting to extract me, exactly on time. As we pull away from the curb, the sirens begin to wail.
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Jake


I’m hurting when I mount my bike. It’s dark outside, about an hour before dawn. My headlight cuts a tunnel in the night, illuminating the empty pavement in front of me. I see a total of five cars on my way out of the city. I wonder who they are: drunks cast adrift by last call at the bars, overnight shift workers heading home from the FedEx hub nearby, or maybe just people like me? People driven by some compulsion to rise before dawn has even cracked its eyelids. Like I’m driven to ride. To race. To win.


There are days when cycling is pure joy, and there are days when it’s nothing but molten pain. Days like today. I had to stretch for fifteen minutes before I could even swing my leg over my bike’s saddle. Every muscle burns. My quads are exactly as soft and flexible as a pair of granite boulders.


I raced yesterday. Thirty laps in the Junior Division at the Indianapolis Criterium bike race. Then thirty-eight laps with the pros. Almost seventy miles with the hammer down. The juniors averaged over twenty-four miles an hour. The pros averaged almost thirty.


I won the junior race. It wasn’t surprising; I won it last year, too, when I was only sixteen. Yesterday, I pulled away from the front of the pack on lap three. Zach, my teammate on the Sunday’s Burgers and Fries team, cussed so loudly that the whole peloton heard him, but then he nutted up and followed me. We were half a lap ahead by the end, and placed one-two. We usually place that way in the junior races. Zach’s beaten me once, in a race I let him win last season. He was so angry that he didn’t speak to me for a week. I get that, respect it. He wants to beat me fair and square.


I crashed in the pro race. A hard elbow and a chuckhole sent me sliding to the pavement on lap 33. I lost some skin on my left leg—nothing serious. It probably didn’t even rank in the top ten of Jake’s all-time best crashes. I got back on my bike and tried to catch the pack, but it was hopeless. The race director pulled me about ten minutes after the crash, because the peloton was about to lap me. So I finished dead last. The only award I got was a cool-looking scab, where the blood on my leg had been whipped sideways by the wind and dried in a Rorschach blot of pain. Not my best race.


Today I’m riding the course I call the cornfield loop. It’s an easy, mostly flat, eight-mile circuit on quiet country roads west of the Indianapolis airport. Occasionally the road dives through a wooded area—dark as fresh asphalt this early in the morning, but pleasantly shaded during the daytime. I plan to pedal three circuits today, keeping my cadence low—about seventy turns of the pedals per minute—and my speed down to a pokey twelve miles an hour or so.


On my first lap I get a surprise. One of my favorite areas on this loop is a long, tree-lined stretch. Ancient oaks, poplars, and maples tower over the road, their branches forming a leafy cathedral. It’s so dark that I almost smash into the back of a parked semi-tanker truck. Half of it’s on the shoulder, half protrudes onto the road. I swerve sharply, missing its back bumper by inches. It’s unusual to even see a car on this tiny road. I can’t recall ever seeing any kind of truck on it, let alone a parked tanker truck.


By the time I start my second lap of the cornfield loop, the kinks in my muscles have worked themselves out, and I’m feeling good. Traffic at the airport has picked up. Planes roar over my head at predictable four-and-a-half-minute intervals, so close I feel their noise in my bones, and the breath of their passage ruffles the tufts of hair that have escaped my helmet. I’m moving along smoothly, everything on automatic. I’ve pedaled past my pain, and I’m so much in the zone that the bike and road disappear beneath me, leaving just the wind and freedom rushing in my ears.


But mostly, I keep thinking about the pro race yesterday. The popping noise at the start of the race as sixty cyclists banged their plastic cleats against the pavement, pushing off. It sounds exactly like we’re stomping on bubble wrap. I love that sound. At the beginning of a race, I’m tense, on edge, and then I hear the bubble wrap sound and I relax. I’m ready to race.


I remember Laurissa, cheering at the top of her lungs every time I shot past the start/finish line. She’s been to every race I’ve entered since we started going out eight months ago. She usually reads between races. Not schoolwork, though—it’s normally something related to politics or law. She’s planning to get a political science degree and then go to law school. Yesterday she was reading Thurgood Marshall: American Revolutionary. She claimed it was “amazing.”


Mom couldn’t come to the race yesterday. It’s the busy season at her job. Saturday work is mandatory, and most of the company works Sundays, too. I wish Mom could be there for me more often, but I understand.


After the race last night Laurissa took me out to Olive Garden to celebrate. Our meal—a huge plate of whole wheat pasta for me and a salad for her—was spoiled by an argument. She wants me to attend a fancy ball with her later this month, the Jack and Jill Summer Soirée, but I don’t want to go. First off, her mother will be there, and her mother hates me. She’s too polite to say it, but I’m pretty sure she thinks of my family as white trash. Which isn’t really fair—there are lots of people way poorer than us.


Second, I don’t want to spend the money to rent a tux. I’m sure Laurissa would pay for it, but . . . no.


My third problem, the real problem, is that I don’t really feel comfortable with the idea that I’ll probably be the only white person at the dinner. When I told Laurissa that, she flipped out. “What do you think my whole life is like?” she asked. “I’m always one of the only black people at your bike races! It wouldn’t kill you to see how it feels.”


She was right, I’ve decided. I’m going to call her later and apologize. I’ll go to the dinner with her. Rent the tux. I can put up with her mother for a few hours.


I pass the wooded area and the parked tanker truck again. It’s light now, and I can see four nearly identical trucks parked ahead of the first one. You’d think there’d be some activity with five tanker trucks parked, but it’s eerily quiet. As I blow past them, I catch a flash of movement out of the corner of my eye. Someone moves to the far side of one of the trucks, where he’s hidden from me. I shrug off the weirdness and start my last lap around the cornfield loop.


When I get back to the wooded area forty minutes later, there are tanker trucks parked on the shoulders of both sides of the road for hundreds of feet. I hear a plane approaching from behind, the roar of its engines dopplered up about an octave and growing steadily louder.


I swerve around the first parked truck, racing alongside it. I’m close enough now to see them all, eight on each side. Then something bizarre happens. The tanks split, sliding open in two halves, like monstrous clamshells. I’ve never seen a tanker truck open like that. It happens fast and in unison, as if all of the trucks are being controlled by one invisible hand.


I’m nearly overcome by a sulfurous odor so intense that I curl over the handlebars and retch. I don’t notice the door of the tractor cab opening until it’s too late. My bike’s front wheel slides under the door, and I slam into it helmet first.
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Jake


When I come to, I’m riding in the cab of a semi-truck, my body leaning against the passenger door. My head is like a five-alarm fire, and my mouth burns from stomach acid. I glance down; my bike jersey is streaked with vomit and blood.


Two men are in the cab with me, one driving and one on the bench between me and the driver. Both are white and wearing long, flowing robes and white headscarves, like you see on CNN reports from the Middle East.


“I think he’s waking up,” the guy sitting in the middle says to the driver. “Should I just gut him here?” He reaches into his robe and extracts a knife as long as his forearm with a hooked tip and cruel serrations along one side.


I can’t move, can’t even think. The blade of the knife is mesmerizing. One of the dashboard lights reflects off it—a shiny green smear.


“Don’t use that,” the driver says. “You want to clean this cab? Just strangle him or something.”


The passenger puts the knife away, and my paralysis breaks. I lash out at the side of his head and miss completely, my fist flailing through the air in front of his nose. The sudden movement leaves me dizzy and so nauseated that I fall into the guy’s lap face forward. His robes smell like cigarette smoke and whiskey.


The guy levers me up, lifting me by the back of my bike jersey. I lash out again, swinging wildly, my fist scraping the rough fabric of the seat. Most of my blows miss, and those that connect are laughably weak. But nobody in the cab of the truck is laughing.


The guy twists me around and shoves me face first into the passenger door. My forehead smacks against the window, and pieces of my broken helmet rain down around me. My vision dims to a pinpoint of light in a long, black tunnel.


Maybe I pass out briefly, because next thing I hear is the guy in the middle saying, “He’s out again.”


“Wait then. Easier to deal with him when we arrive,” the driver says.


Arrive where? I force myself to relax, to let my eyes drift almost closed, to pretend to sleep. I’m sure the sweat pouring from my face will give me away. Why do these two want to kill me? They’re dressed like foreigners, but they sound completely American. I ran into their truck door, but that’s not exactly a capital offense. I can’t fight them—I’ve proven that much. My only hope is to fake being passed out and wait for an opportunity to get away.


The passenger gives me another shove, and I try to stay totally limp. I let my head loll to the side, coming to rest with my right ear against the glass. “Yeah, okay.” Then their conversation turns—they start talking about the Indianapolis Colts’ training camp, of all things.


I inch my right hand along the door, shielded by my body. I can see the two men out of the corner of my left eye. I keep it barely cracked, watching them for any reaction. I find the door handle and clutch it. Can I jump out of the cab? The truck is going at least sixty miles an hour. My bike helmet is crushed, and helmet or not, falling from this truck will probably kill me. I wait.


Maybe twenty miles farther down the road, we pass an Indiana State Trooper’s patrol car parked on the shoulder, lights flashing. I see it as we fly by, too late to even wave. Right after we pass the car, I notice orange barrels lining the road, and the interstate narrows to one lane. The truck shudders and rumbles as we brake, slowing to something like twenty or thirty miles per hour. I need to jump now, before the patrol car is out of sight.


I yank the door handle and throw the door open. The guy beside me shouts and reaches for me, but I’m already moving, exploding into a leap. Too late, I notice that we’re driving alongside a temporary wall made of concrete K-rail. I barely clear it, slam into the pavement, and pass out again.
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Betsy


My father bought me a CPR dummy to practice committing murder. It’s ironic, I suppose, but also a great idea. How’re you going to know exactly how hard to press on the target’s chest to kill him unless you’ve done it before? It’s easy: about an inch to save his life, about two to snuff it out. Either way, you’re going to feel and hear ribs breaking beneath your palms. It was a bit of a shock the first time the dummy made those crackling noises, but it was also a relief—I didn’t know if I’d be strong enough to complete the op. It turns out that it doesn’t take much strength—you just have to lean into your target and use your weight against him. Even my 125 pounds is enough.


The CPR dummy Dad bought was brand new; he said it would make the practice harder and more realistic. I’ve practiced until my palms hurt and my forearms ache. Until the motions are automatic. When it’s for real, it’ll be even worse, the cracking noises even louder. My palms sweat when I think about it—from anticipation, not fear. I’m sure of it. I’m going to get this right. Make Dad proud.


I know Dad didn’t really buy the dummy for me, at least not with his own money. His pay wouldn’t cover half our gear. I didn’t say anything, though. I decided to let him keep the lie he tells himself—that he’s the provider of all good things in our lives. Dad doesn’t remember that I’ve met our guardian angel, the man who provisions my father and all his brothers-in-arms. He came to one of the monthly pitch-ins about seven years ago, when I was only ten. He called himself Swan, though I doubt that’s his real name.


I wipe my palms on my dress. There’s a burning behind my breastbone—my heartburn acting up again. I slide two Rolaids out of my purse and chomp on them. They don’t help. There’s no reason to be afraid. Dad and I have spent weeks fixing my cover story. The target has been in the hospital imitating a vegetable. Dad says he’s not, though. Says he’ll come around soon. But so far, he hasn’t been able to talk, giving us more than enough time to prepare. We have a perfect set of documents, an uncrackable cover story. Even if a police officer were to somehow walk in on me while I’m killing the target, I could climb off him, make my excuses, and walk away scot-free. Probably.


I’m more than ready. I’ve killed the dummy hundreds of times. I can count out six minutes in my head and come within six seconds every time. Two minutes to knock him out. Two to kill him. Two more to be sure.


School is out, so I’ve been spending a lot of time online on the boards I moderate for Stormbreak. The folks on the forums are ecstatic—one less Muslim in the U.S. Congress. My best friend on the boards, Kekkek, has almost figured it out—he writes on Stormbreak that he wishes one of us had done it, had caused the crash that killed the congressman. I wish I could tell him all about it, but Dad wants it kept under wraps for now.


The National Transportation Safety Board is calling the crash “probably mechanical.” They have no clue what made the plane fall so suddenly from the sky, so they’re not looking for us. And we still have all the gear we used for the operation—we can do it again.


Dad says they’ll figure it out, eventually. Then we’ll blame the Muslim invaders. Their radical factions hate the Muslim members of Congress almost as much as we do. It’s kind of like the way we feel about the moderate Republican cucks. They pretend to be conservative, but just keep voting to let more foreign hordes into the country. If we cause enough carnage, even the sheeple will rise up. Even the cucks in Congress will vote the right way. America will rally against the invaders, and we’ll make our country pure again.


There’s only one problem: The witness who saw our operation against Delta 117. But I’ve promised to solve that problem—permanently.


Dad has been spending more time with me since I agreed to do this. Maybe that’s what it takes, what he has been waiting for, some sign that I’m just as committed to our cause as he is. I even got invited to the June pitch-in. I hadn’t been to one in more than a year. All the guys were there, including a few new recruits I hadn’t met before. Some of them brought their wives and sons. I was the only daughter. If I complete this assignment, I’ll be a full member. No one, not even Dad, will ever be able to keep me away from a meeting again.


After the potato salad had spoiled in the warm June sunlight, after the guys were finished shooting the shit and staining the nearby grass with tobacco juice, about a dozen of us left the shelter at Eagle Creek Park and drove to the shooting range next door. I don’t have my own gun, but Dad owns fourteen. I always borrow his old Glock 19. I love the way it feels in my hands, warm and almost alive. He upgraded to a Glock 22—it shoots forty-caliber shells—but the nine mil is enough gun for me. I grew up shooting .22 pistols; they yip like a Chihuahua, but the Glock barks like a Rottweiler.


I’m a great shot, almost as good as Dad. He won’t admit it, but he knows it’s true. The bull’s-eyes don’t lie. I wish I could use a gun for my assignment, stand eight feet away, and put a double tap into his chest, center-mass. But that would attract attention we don’t want. Dad’s plan is better, even though it will require me to get personal with my target. Very personal.


I snap back into the moment as the bus I’m riding pulls into sight of the hospital. My stop will be next. I stand as the door opens, holding the rail above my head. A breeze sashays through the bus, rustling the silk of the ridiculous dress I’m wearing. I can do this. I will do this. Jake Solley doesn’t stand a chance.









5


[image: ]


Jake


There’s a frog in my throat, but it’s not a frog; it’s a snake, and the snake is shoving itself backward into my lungs, scales rubbing and tearing until the inside of my esophagus feels raw and bloody.


A machine beside the bed wheezes, forcing air into my lungs. I exhale against it, trying to breathe out, and my entire chest erupts with pain.


A harsh beeping noise fills the air, like the fry machine at McDonald’s as the potatoes go from crispy to burned black. A woman’s face appears, hovering above me, her slept-on hair wreathed in harsh fluorescent light. She’s old, maybe in her forties. I don’t recognize her but somehow have the feeling that I should.


The thing in my throat is a plastic tube—I can see it snaking over my head. I want it out—now! I try to reach for it, grab it, rip it out, but my hands are strapped to the bedrail. I thrash but can’t free myself.


The woman pushes a button on the headboard. “Calm down, honey,” she says. “Relax. Help is on the way.”


I want to ask who she is and why she’s calling me honey, but I can’t. The machine forces another breath into my lungs, and I fight it despite the pain.


The older woman reaches out, trying to take my right hand. I ball my hand up into a fist, preventing her from holding it. Her face collapses into an expression so pitifully crestfallen that I instantly feel guilty.


The pain in my chest is intense enough that my eyes tear up involuntarily, leaking down into my ears and making the room quiet and bubbly.


I need to grab onto something. I unball my fist and she seizes my right hand, gripping it like the last life ring in a drowning world. I’m struck again by the familiarity of the woman’s face, the insistent thought that I should know her, know her name.


That thought leads to another one: I don’t even know my own name.


A woman in red and black nurse’s scrubs appears at the other side of the bed and does something to the IV bags connected to my left arm. I hadn’t even noticed the IV before. Another woman in a doctor’s lab coat is close on her heels.


A warmth spreads through me. I’m floating on an over-salinated ocean. My chest and throat quit hurting. Aches I hadn’t been fully aware of in my head, arms, and legs fade smoothly away. The ventilator working my lungs is a breath of spring air, not an invading gust. Nothing is real—not the bed, not the tubes and machines, not even the nurse still bustling about. The only exception is the woman’s hand in mine; that’s solid and real.


The woman smells vaguely like caramel corn, buttery and warm. The scent calls back a memory. I see a younger version of the hand-holding woman. She was leaning against a fireplace mantel, her head turned away from me. I stepped closer and saw that she was crying quietly, her tears tracing watersheds of grief along her cheeks. Her hands clutched the mantel as though it were the only means she had to hold herself upright.


A squat urn sat on the mantel beside the woman’s face, so close that it could have been a second head sprouting from her shoulders. A medal hung from the urn on a red, white, and blue ribbon. One of the woman’s tears struck the brass medallion, slashing an over-bright line down its center. Beside the urn sat a small, twisted piece of white metal, one edge scorched black.


The woman ignored my approach, so engrossed in grief that she either didn’t notice or couldn’t acknowledge me. I stretched upward, laying one hand over the top of hers. Her fingers were icy. Her crying redoubled, and she turned her hand, clutching mine with such force her grip was almost painful.


The television at the foot of my hospital bed blares, calling me away from my memory. Half the screen shows the site of a horrific plane crash, blackened wreckage strewn throughout a partially burnt forest glade. Dozens of people in white bodysuits swarm over the wreckage, tagging pieces and loading them into a waiting semi. The other half of the screen is filled by a smiling blond. She says, “A month after the accident, investigators have still not released a statement explaining why Delta 117 crashed shortly after takeoff on June 11th. A source close to the investigation told CNN the plane likely crashed due to an as-yet-unidentified mechanical failure, rather than an act of terrorism.”


The television news means nothing to me, and I’m steadily getting sleepier. As I drift back into whatever netherworld birthed me, I remember. The woman holding my hand is my mother. And I am Jake. My name is Jake.
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Jake


The tube is gone from my throat, and I’m alone. The chair beside my bed is empty. My left arm, the one with the IV, is still strapped down, but my right arm is free.


There’s a soft tapping at the closed door to the room. I try to say “come in,” but my throat is raw and sore. Before I can pronounce the words, the door opens and a figure slips into the room.


My eyes feel crusty, and the light from the doorway hurts. I blink, but the figure remains fuzzy, silhouetted in the light from the hall. The door closes, and now I can tell it’s a girl, maybe about my age. She’s wearing a burgundy headscarf and matching outfit. The scarf is tucked around her head, hiding her hair completely. The sleeves of her dress reach to her wrists, and her skirt brushes the floor.


“You look terrible, Jake,” she says.


I manage to croak out a few words in response. “I? What? Who?”


“You don’t remember me, do you?”


I think for a moment. I don’t even have the flash of familiarity I had with my mother. “Should . . . I’m sorry.”


“Oh, Jake, it’s just terrible what happened to you.” Her voice practically drips sympathy, but she doesn’t come across as unhappy. She’s not smiling, yet her deep brown eyes almost twinkle.


“I’m not even sure what happened. Do I know you?”


“Of course you do. I’m just devastated.” She sounds anything but devastated.


“Sorry, I don’t remember.”


“It’s okay. The nurse said you were having memory problems. It’s not surprising for a guy whose skull is being held together with half a dozen stainless-steel screws.”


That throws me for a loop, although it does explain the horrible headache ricocheting around my brain.


“You don’t even remember my name?”


“Sorry,” I say again.


“I’m Laurissa. Your girlfriend.”


“Oh.” I’m genuinely surprised. Her cheeks are a bronze color—deeply tanned but soft and creamy. They beg to be touched. Her lips are full and lush—I can’t tear my eyes away from them. I wonder if I’ve kissed those lips. She said girlfriend—I must have kissed them. Why can’t I remember?


“You look low, Jake.” She sits on the bed and reaches for my hand, grabbing it before I can decide whether to pull away or not. Her hand is damp and clammy, which seems strange—she doesn’t look nervous.


“I’m okay,” I say, although it’s not really true—my head wouldn’t hurt any worse if the Road Runner were running laps inside my skull, dodging anvils dropped by Wile E. Coyote.


“You want to fool around?” Laurissa scoots closer to me on the bed, her hip against mine. She’s leaning down toward me, her lips hypnotic as they draw closer to my mouth.


“I don’t even remember you,” I say.


“So we should start getting reacquainted, right?”


I start to reply but she silences me with a kiss. Her lips are even better to kiss than I’d imagined. I must taste terrible—I can’t remember the last time I brushed my teeth, can’t remember ever brushing my teeth, but she either doesn’t notice or doesn’t care.


“We should do this right,” she says when the kiss breaks. “I know what would cheer you up.” She hikes her dress up to her thighs, and I see a flash of black silk. She kneels on the bed and straddles me.


Is she serious? As much as I like the idea of a gorgeous girl wanting to have sex with me, I really don’t feel up to it. I point at the door with my right hand. “There’s . . . are the nurses—”


“You can be quiet, right?” she whispers.


I start to reply but she kisses me again. I’m totally into it despite my headache, and my whole body stretches upward to meet hers.


She breaks the kiss and plants one hand on the center of my chest. She’s frowning—maybe she did notice my undoubtedly foul breath. I try to ask what’s wrong, but she’s leaning on me so hard that I can’t get the words out. I wait for her to let up, lean back, so I can talk. She must not realize how hard she’s leaning on me. There’s a muted crunching sound, and pain lances through my chest.


I reach up with my right arm to try to grab her. She bats my arm away and plants her other hand on my chest, leaning harder. Every nerve in my body is firing panicky signals. Breathe. I need to breathe.


I lash out, hitting the side of her face. She barely flinches; I’m so weak, a fly would laugh off my punch. Her face is tensed, screwed up in a mask of grim determination. I grab at her back, feel the buttons of her dress under my fingers. I grip them, trying to pull her off me. The pressure on my chest only intensifies. The edges of the room fade to gray. Soon I can see nothing but her face. Still, she doesn’t let up. She’s killing me. Why would my girlfriend want me dead?


Help, I try to say, but no sound emerges from my throat. Then I remember: There’s a button above my head somewhere. Mom pushed it to call the nurse. I reach up and grope frantically. Laurissa takes one hand off my chest and tries to grab my arm. I flail around, avoiding her.


Everything dims. The room fades toward black. I stretch—the button must be there somewhere. My fingers race along the textured wallpaper. Then, my arm bumps something—a metal box with a wire attached. I grab it, mashing the button under my palm.


Laurissa bears down harder still. I both hear and feel another rib crack. A bolt of pain strikes my chest from the inside. I’m holding the call button like a talisman. Surely someone will come?


I sag deeper into the bed, so weak that I can’t even keep my grip on the button. My vision is gone. I order my hand to rise, and somehow it does, glancing off Laurissa’s cheek. What I meant to be a punch turns into a gentle brush across my assassin’s face.


The pressure eases from my chest, and I gasp. My chest is alight with pain, but I barely notice it next to the relief that fills me with each breath. The air tastes as sweet as cotton candy. My vision starts to clear.


Laurissa mutters, “I can’t do this.” I want to ask what she’s talking about, but I’m still gasping too hard to speak.


Light from the hallway falls across my bed as the door opens, and another voice shouts, “What are you doing!” My head feels too heavy to move, but I manage to turn toward the voice. A burly nurse is standing opposite Laurissa, hands on her hips.


“Just, you know, improving your patient’s morale,” Laurissa says. She climbs off of me and stands beside the bed, smoothing her skirt down.


“He’s not well enough for that kind of activity, young woman. And this is a hospital, not some sleazy motel.”


I try to speak between gasps, “She . . . she—”


“Sorry,” Laurissa says to the nurse. And she does sound genuinely sorry. I doubt she regrets breaking the hospital’s rules, though. Laurissa flees the room while I’m still trying to gasp in enough air to explain what happened. Before I can string more than a couple of words together, the nurse does something to my IV, and I fade into la-la land.
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Betsy


I leave the hospital at a walk, though my feet want to break into a screaming run. Why couldn’t I do it? I’d killed that CPR dummy a thousand times. It wasn’t lack of desire—I know exactly how badly Dad needs this guy to die. I know exactly how he’s going to react to the fact that I FUBARed the mission. So why?


I stride into an alley near the hospital and jink through the back ways for a couple of blocks. My bag of normal clothes is right where I left it—tucked behind a dumpster behind a broken-down building on Illinois Street. I fumble around in the bag to find my bottle of Rolaids. I shake four tablets into my hand and toss them all into my mouth.


A couple more blocks brings me to a McDonald’s. I duck inside and change in a stall in the women’s bathroom. I’ve traded the dress and headscarf for baggy shorts and an oversized tee. I put the high-heeled brown boots into my discard bag with a sigh—they were kicking boots, in both senses of the term. My Chuck Taylors aren’t nearly as badass.


I buy a Diet Coke before I leave the McDonald’s, just to make the visit look legit. I take two sips, and my stomach flops sideways. I trash the nearly full soda on my way out. A two-block walk and five-minute wait later, I’m on a bus bound for Lafayette Square Mall.


My mind returns to Jake’s hospital room over and over again. I had him—he was seconds from passing out. He couldn’t even fight back; he just reached up and softly ran his hand along my cheek, more of a caress than a punch. He looked bewildered and terrified. If I’d kept pushing, he probably would have died before the nurse interrupted us.


When the bus arrives, I skip the mall, walking to the nearby Goodwill Store. The sun feels great on my legs—I don’t understand how Muslim girls can stand to go around covered up all the time. I don’t understand why anyone would choose to be Muslim, either.


I drop off my bag of discards at the Goodwill’s donation door. Obviously, I don’t get a receipt. Dad told me this would be safer than dumping the clothing in a trash bin downtown. If the police get a bee in their bonnet, they’ll search every dumpster in a mile-wide radius of the hospital, he said. And nobody would know better than him.


Another long bus ride with a transfer brings me to Greenwood, on the complete opposite side of the city from where Dad and I live. There’s no way anyone could have followed me. If there were any pursuers, the walks, the bus rides, and the change of clothes has shaken them.


Dad’s personal car—a battered white Crown Vic—is parked behind a Hardee’s, exactly where he said it would be. I freeze up for a moment, standing on the sidewalk beside the restaurant and staring. But waiting here won’t make anything better—won’t make admitting my failure easier. I slouch across the parking lot and slide into the passenger seat beside Dad.


“You’re late,” he says.


“Bus was late,” I reply.


Dad closes the magazine he was reading—this month’s issue of Guns and Ammo—and tosses it into the backseat. He looks over at me, staring for a moment. “You FUBARed it, didn’t you?” he asks.


Even here, with just the two of us in his own car, he’s careful not to mention exactly what I FUBARed. The man is a machine. “I’m sorry,” I say.


Dad racks the shifter into reverse and backs smoothly out of the parking space. He drives like he shoots: smooth, precise, and lethal. “What kind of shitstorm did you cause?”


“None! There won’t be any blowback.”


Dad signals and pulls into traffic, neatly inserting his boat of a car between a utility van and a Prius. “What happened?”


I hesitate. I should have thought of this moment, practiced for it. I want to give it to him straight, tell him I flinched at the last moment. He’d be even angrier, sure. But maybe he could help me, could diagnose the weakness that resides in my breast and cut it out. But that’s not what comes out of my mouth when I finally do answer. “A nurse interrupted us.”


He grunts, and we drive in silence for a few minutes.


“I want another chance,” I say.


“Not going to happen,” he replies. “We’ll move to the backup plan.”


“Dad, no! I can do this. I want to do this! Give me another chance.”


“You’d screw it up again. Like you screw everything up. Besides, it’s too risky. He’s seen you. Keith and Joshua can take care of it.”


“I just want—”


“Decision’s final. Shut up.”


We drive the rest of the way home in stark silence.
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Jake


When I wake, Mom is sitting by my bedside. She’s not doing anything, just staring at me, her clasped hands wringing compulsively. I’m glad to see her keeping watch, but it’s also kind of creepy.


“Who was—” I’m interrupted by a coughing fit that threatens to blow off the top of my head.


Mom grabs my arm as if she’s grateful for something else to do with her hands. “You’re awake.”


I clear my throat. “Who was that girl?”


“What girl?”


“She was here last time I was awake. Wearing a long dress and a headscarf. She climbed on top of the bed, on top of me.”


Mom leans closer, concerned. “A headscarf? Like Muslim girls wear? You sure?”


“I think she might have broken my ribs.”


Mom folds the bedsheet down to my waist and starts gently tugging at my hospital smock. I lift my body an inch or so to make it easier on her. My whole body hurts but it’s sort of a dull, faraway pain. Muted somehow, like noises underwater. My chest doesn’t feel any better or worse than the rest of me.


“She said she was my girlfriend,” I say. “Said her name was Laurissa.”


“Laurissa has been here almost every day,” Mom says. “She’s been amazing. But she’s not Muslim. And she’s been holding your hand and reading to you, not climbing into the bed.”


“She tried to kill me.”


“No. Not Laurissa. That girl loves you.” Mom is minutely examining my chest. It’s eggshell white, so thin that every rib is clearly visible. There’s a series of yellow and green bruises all across my left side, but they’re clearly old and fading. “You look okay,” she says.


“I heard my ribs cracking.”


Mom presses the call button. “When was this?”


“Last time I was awake.”


“Laurissa was here yesterday. She told me you didn’t wake up.”


“I was awake.”


“Zach’s visited a lot, too,” Mom says.


“Zach? Who’s that?”


“Your best friend. And bike-racing teammate.”


Someone else I have no memory of? How many strangers are going to walk into my life claiming they know me? I wish everyone would leave me alone until I’m better.


A nurse I don’t recognize comes in, and Mom asks her to check my ribs. The nurse gently presses on them one by one.


“What are you doing?” I ask. “Shouldn’t you scan them or something?”


“We might,” she says. “Tell me what you feel.”


I actually don’t feel anything besides my general soreness.


The nurse calls a resident who does pretty much the exact same thing she did.


“I think you’re okay, Jake,” the resident says. “You’re doing great. Just focus on resting and letting your body heal.”


“But there was a nurse,” I say. “She came in and interrupted us. She was white, kind of stocky, average height.”


“That would describe about half of us,” the nurse shrugs. “When was this?”


“I don’t know,” I say. “Last time I was awake.”


“There are a lot of nurses on this ward,” the nurse says. “I’ll ask around.”


The resident and the nurse say goodbye, and Mom rearranges my hospital gown and sheets. “Your neurosurgeon said stuff like this might happen. Your brain can do strange things after a bad injury. Create hallucinations, even. Just relax.”


I stare at the ceiling tiles, trying to relax. Everything about Laurissa seemed completely real. But how would I know if she were a hallucination?


“I’m going to go down to the cafeteria and get some dinner,” Mom says. “Will you be okay for a few minutes?”


I want to grab her hand and keep her here beside me. Prove that she’s not a hallucination, too. But would a hallucinated mom need to eat? Maybe not. “Okay,” I say.


Only a minute or two after Mom leaves, a nurse pops her head into the room. “You’ve got a visitor,” she says.


“Who?”


She’s already turning away as she answers. “Says her name’s Laurissa.”
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Jake


No! I try to yell, to call the nurse back, but a croaking sound emerges from my mouth. I grab at the call button, but before I can push it, a girl steps into the doorway.


I clear my throat. “You’re not…”


“Your mother said that you might not remember me,” she says. I don’t. She’s short, curvy, and black—nothing like the girl who nearly smothered me. Her belt catches my eye—it’s wide and black, and so shiny that I’m sure I could see my face in it if she were closer. She’s wearing the belt high over a nearly fluorescent red dress. She’s cute in a teddy-bear way—guys wouldn’t follow her around with their tongues hanging out, but they might want to give her a hug. Her hair is jetblack and tightly curled. I wonder who she is. She’s not the possibly-a-hallucination Laurissa, that’s for sure. She’s a different Laurissa? I’m confused.


I let my hand fall away from the call button. “Who?”


“I’m Laurissa, your girlfriend.”


“No, you’re not.”


“Don’t you remember anything?”


Can I trust her? I don’t respond.


She’s still standing in the doorway. “May I come in?”


The other Laurissa didn’t bother to ask. “I guess.”


She sits in the chair by my bed. “How are you?”


“Okay,” I say. But, considering my physical state and the fact that my head is reeling from meeting another Laurissa, it’s not really true. At least this Laurissa doesn’t seem to want to kill me.


“You don’t look so good.”


“I probably look better than I feel.”


“You haven’t seen yourself?” She lays a hand on the bed, palm up. Her fingers brush mine, and I move my hand away.


“No.”


She fishes a compact out of her purse. She snaps the compact open, holds it up, and I peer into the small mirror. My hair has been mown down to a stubble. My forehead and right temple are criss-crossed with rows of stitches, Frankenstein’s monster style. My face sports the faded yellow shadows of several old bruises.


“No wonder I feel so crappy,” I say.


“You really don’t remember me?” she asks.


“Who was that girl who came in here before?”


“What girl?”


“She said she was Laurissa.” I ball the sheet up in my hands, clenching it.


“I told you, I’m Laurissa.”


“But then who was she?”


“I don’t know who you’re talking about.” She’s taken her hand off the bed, and she’s gripping the armrests of her chair.


“She dressed different from you. In a headscarf and long dress.”


“Like a Muslim girl?”


“Mom said that, too. I guess so.”


“I’m not Muslim.”


“Yeah, Mom told me. Are you going to try to screw me to death, too?”


“Screw you?”


“Yeah, the other Laurissa—”


“I don’t know any other Laurissa.”


“She climbed on the bed like we were going to do it right here.”


“So you don’t even remember me, and you’ve been cheating on me?” The new Laurissa shoves herself upright. “You know I planned to apologize to you, but I’m not sure I need to.”


“She almost suffocated me.”


“You sure you weren’t just dreaming?”


“No.”


The new Laurissa starts pacing back and forth alongside the bed. “That must be it. You had some kind of wet dream or something.”


I’m still not sure. My whole body hurts, and the pain makes it difficult to think. But maybe that’s some after-effect of whatever put me in the hospital? What did put me in the hospital? I realize I still don’t know. “Being suffocated wasn’t really all that exciting.”


“Fine. It was a nightmare, then.”


Maybe she’s right. “How do I know you’re really Laurissa?”


“I am.”


“The other Laurissa said she was, too. Said she was my girlfriend, just like you.”


“I wouldn’t climb on top of your hospital bed and try to have sex with you. And I don’t think a Muslim girl would, either.”


“That part wasn’t so bad,” I admit. “At least at first.”


“Your wet-dream girl is a complete skank.”


“Well, yeah, girls in wet dreams are skanky by definition.” I can’t believe I’m talking about this with a girl I don’t even know. “That has nothing to do with whether you’re really my girlfriend or not.”


The new Laurissa stops pacing suddenly. She bends over and pulls a wallet out of her purse, sliding a driver’s license free. She hands it to me. It slips through my fingers, landing by my hip. I pick it up and examine it: DAVIS, LAURISSA N. Sex F, Height 5’4”, Weight 145, Eyes BRO, Hair BLA.
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