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Tunnel Vision




Chapter 1


The laughing men weren’t leaving much room for anyone to get by, but what else was I supposed to do? Stay in the underpass until Christmas?


The dim light silhouetted one of the men’s Mickey Mouse ears. Not really Mickey Mouse ears, I told myself. Not possible. Or was it? I couldn’t tell. But I had seen it was hat night at the place on the other side of the station.


“Excuse—”


ROARR! An express train passed overhead. Who could hear anything over that?


I glanced over the railing to street level, maybe five feet below my shoes, to where the lone car in the underpass bucked and stalled.


ROArrrrr . . .


Come on, guys. Out of my way!


The men were so loud, shouting and laughing. Mickey Mouse ears jumped with one of the roars and fell against one of his companions, a guy wearing a top hat. What a party!


“Charlie’s had too much to drink,” said the man closest to me. “Haw, haw, haw!”


The man was never going to know I was there, not with all that celebrating going on. Maybe I should just go back and walk on the street, I thought. No. This was the walkway, and these guys could just let me through.


I gritted my teeth and tried to find some sneaking-by room, maybe turn sideways against the railing and slip by like I was little, but there was just no space at all between that one guy and the railing. Zero.


The man’s shirt creased against the rail as his laughter boomed out. “Poor Charlie! Haw, haw, haw!” Head thrown back, he laughed some more. “Haw, haw, haw, haaaww!”


I gave up and pushed the shoulder of the haw-hawer. “Excuse—”


He pivoted away from the group, and—whoop! I fell into the space that opened up as he did so. My grab for the railing brought the two of us nose to nose.


Garlic! Whoa!


I tried not to wince right in his face, so I grinned one of my goofy grins at him instead. Garlic Man frowned, but I just kept going, skirting past the now quiet, ominous-feeling group, its smoky shape undulating against my progress.


I kept saying it, “Excuse me, excuse me,” like I didn’t feel anything wrong or threatening, like I was just another perky girl on her way through, like everything was ordinary. “Excuse me, excuse me.”


“Hey, girly-girl,” said one of the men, and he reached out, curling and uncurling his fingers. I twisted my body to avoid his touch and pushed, pushed forward. I was afraid. The crowd opened for me, but not as fast as I wanted it to. I couldn’t run, and I was afraid. “Hey, girly-girl!”


I pretended not to hear. “Excuse me, excuse me.”


Then I was past them, and I could run.


“Hey!” That was Garlic Man. “Hey, girl! Stop!”


Stop? Stop? Uh-uh!


I fled out of the tunnel and into the dusky June air. Mom—yay, Mom!—stood at the next corner by our side yard, and I ran for her.


I ran for her, but I stumbled over an unevenness in the sidewalk and then another, dancing a couple of weird steps each time for the amusement of whoever was watching—Garlic Man or the Incredible Hulk or the guy with the fingers—anybody—before I could get my balance and keep going. Would I never reach her?


I was used to the old messed-up sidewalk, broken for ages, and I usually knew just where to put my feet without even thinking about it. Only, not this time. Somehow I couldn’t time my steps right, not with that creeped-out feeling I still had. I kept tripping, the last time almost landing at Mom’s feet.


Almost, because she caught me before I absolutely went down, her hands on my upper arms.


“Mom!” I felt like six instead of sixteen, just wanting my mom to make things right. I would hug her—I would tell her—and she’d—


“Li-ZA!” She jumped at me on the wavy “ZA!”


Bang!


We fell against the sticker bushes that lined our side yard, before hitting the ground.


“Ow!” What the heck? “Get off me!” Why did she do that?


Mom didn’t move or answer, so I dug my elbows into the grass and pulled myself out from underneath inch by inch. “Come on, Mom, it’s not funny.” She was a dead weight on top of me. “Get off.” She didn’t move. Why was she doing this to me?


Inch, inch. What a time for a joke! Mom never played jokes like this. Why would she do it now? Inch, inch. And why wasn’t she moving or laughing or anything? What was wrong with her?


“Come on, Mom!”


I gave a huge tug forward. Mom rolled off and over my right elbow, ending faceup on the sidewalk. Rolled and didn’t move. Had she hit her head? I pushed to my knees and looked at her. She’d fainted, and that’s why we’d gone down. That must have been it. She’d fainted and taken us both down.


But


Except


A red plume grew out of a spot just below Mom’s left shoulder. “Mom!” I didn’t know much, but I knew to press against the plume. Wet and warm.


“What happened?” I asked her, but her eyes were closed. Press, press! “Why are you bleeding? One of the stickers get you?” Pressssss! “It must have been a big one.”


Her eyelids fluttered. Coming out of the faint, I thought. She probably didn’t even know about the sticker getting her. And all this blood coming out of the wound. It seemed like an awful lot for a sticker.


I heard the Bang! again, sort of in retrospect, and it started to register. Bang? Bang? There’d been a bang. But no one ever banged anything in our neighborhood.


Because, I guess, you just don’t really believe anybody would actually, really shoot at your own mom. Maybe, anyway, I hadn’t heard a shot. Maybe it had been a metal trash can lid hitting the sidewalk. But then wouldn’t it have gone clang?


“Liza,” Mom whispered. Her eyes darted up the street. “Danger.” I looked around, but I didn’t see anything except some kind of gray, unimportant fuss at the underpass. Unimportant to me, with trying to make Mom’s blood stop running.


The street was empty, anyway, which was normal for this time of day, but we were on the sidewalk. Safe there from cars. What else was there to be safe from?


Then I snapped to some sort of reality. Mom was hurt! Hurt!


“Somebody!” I shouted. “Help!”


There was noise all around me. That’s what I was later told.


I don’t remember it. It was all just Mom and the blood and the smell of the sidewalk in the sultry June air. A perfect June evening. How could this ever have happened?


But apparently two police officers had come out of a house near the underpass while I was with Mom.


They’d shouted, “Hey!” Something else I hadn’t registered.


There’d been a scuffle, and the men I’d passed under the railroad tracks had scattered. So I was later told. One of the officers gave chase, and the other came down to me and knelt by my side. I remember none of that. Him, the noise. Nothing. What shooting?


Well, maybe all that was the unimportant gray confusion at the underpass. Everything was unimportant right then except Mom and how she kept bleeding. The blood was seeping onto the sidewalk behind her shoulder now. How could this be from a sticker bush?


“Help! Help!”


“It’s on the way,” somebody said, probably the officer, and I stopped shouting, just pressed and pressed, eyes only on Mom. She looked so pale.


Sirens. Ambulance. Noise. All in a jumble. I didn’t know what any of it was, with my mind so much on Mom. The smell of blood, the salty smell of the sidewalk, Mom’s dark red hair streaked against the white concrete, the dusky June air.


“Liza.


Liza.


Liza.”


Dad’s voice finally cut through, and I saw his face on the other side of Mom’s chest.


I remember blinking and blinking at him. Somebody’d gotten him from our house, and he took over the pressing for me.


“Angela,” he said to Mom. “Honey.”


“Mmm,” she responded, like it was just too hard. She turned her head, a crease between her eyebrows. “Danger. Liza. Guns.”


Guns?


“No danger,” said Dad. “Not now.” And Mom’s face seemed to relax a little, but not all the way.


I looked up the empty street. There’d been guns?


The Bang! replayed itself. Guns. Someone’d shot Mom? Shot her? Mom?


I pushed the hair away from her forehead. “You’re gonna be all right,” I told her. “Who shot you?”


“Liza,” she murmured. “Little Liza Jane.” From the folk song she used to sing to me.


“I’m sorry,” I told her. “I didn’t know why you pushed me down.”


She smiled faintly. “My little flower.” Eyes on Dad. “Harold.”


Then the EMTs took her from us. Lifted her up and put her on a gurney and into the ambulance. There was a lot of blood on the sidewalk where she’d been. Or maybe a little blood looks like a lot. Maybe it wasn’t so bad, I told myself. My hands were covered with red, and I wiped them off on my shorts before climbing into the ambulance, pulled there by an invisible rope that stretched, taut, between Mom and me. Wherever she was going, I was going. Dad came up beside me, and I noticed the red handprints on his white Phillies T-shirt.


“Not room for both of you,” someone said, so we jumped out again and sprinted for the car. Just around the corner. Only around the corner.


“She’s got to be all right,” I hollered to Dad. “She was just standing there and—” Woop-woop-woop! The siren knocked out my words, and we ran harder. Woop-woop! Woooooo!


When we got to the Buick, I yanked on the door handle, but my fingers slipped off and the force of the yank spun me around. What? Blood. More blood. But I’d already wiped it off, hadn’t I? I wiped it off on my shorts again, wiped the door handle with the hem of my shirt, and then I could open the door. Wasted seconds. Come on!


More seconds wasted while I buckled my seat belt and Dad turned on the ignition. Finally, finally, we left the driveway and took the car over Butler Avenue to a left on Lancaster, and then on to Bryn Mawr Hospital. We hit some traffic lights, and I couldn’t stand it that we had to sit there, three cars back, five cars back, seven cars back, but we got to the hospital as fast as we could get there.


It turned out not to matter about the three cars, the five cars, or the seven cars. It didn’t matter how fast we got there at all.


Mom


didn’t


make it.




Chapter 2


A man met us as we entered the emergency room. A man in a tan sports jacket and a yellow tie. He could have been a music professor like Dad. A composer of musicals.


“Are you the Wellingtons?” he asked.


“Yes,” Dad said, but I just walked on past. Who had time for this guy?


“Mom?” I looked around.


“I’m so sorry,” said the man anyway, “but it’s bad news.”


“Mom? Mom?” I saw people sitting here and sitting there,


some looking bored, some with their eyes closed, one woman holding her arm. “Mom?” I began to feel panicky. “Where’s Mom?” I asked a random person at the drinking fountain.


“Angela Wellington. Where is she?”


The random person shook her head, fading into one of the chairs. Why didn’t she answer?


A touch on my elbow, and I looked up at Dad.


“I’m so sorry,” said the man again. He was still at Dad’s side. There was something about his face I just didn’t like. Why wouldn’t he go away? Take his “sorry” with him.


“Mom!” This time I shouted it.


“Are you listening, Liza?” Dad asked. “Mom didn’t make it.”


Well, that was dumb. So dumb it was ridiculous. Of course the ambulance had made it here. Who was this man in the tan sports jacket, anyway, that he could be talking like this to us? They shouldn’t let crazy people like that in hospitals. They could scare you.


But I knew Mom was okay wherever she was. Of course. She was Mom. “You’re saying the ambulance got lost? Right.” I gave the sports jacket guy a dirty look. Ambulances did not get lost in the straight shot between Avon and Bryn Mawr.


“I mean,” Dad said quietly, “she died. She died on the way. That’s what he says. They did all they could.”


“I’m sorry.” Tan Jacket’s voice was tight.


“Let me see her.” I didn’t listen, wouldn’t listen, and I didn’t hear anything else the tan jacket guy said, was saying, or would ever say. He was going to wreck everything, talking like that. And time mattered. Why weren’t we just going to Mom? Why were we listening to anybody when she needed us? Why were we listening to anybody? Time—mattered! “Just let me see her.”


Seeing Mom would make it better. I knew that. Anybody would have known that. My mother, the lady who ran up and down stairs like a maniac and who made four rhubarb pies for the school bake sale every fall and who laughed louder than anybody else I knew, she wouldn’t die. She couldn’t.


I’d go in and see her, and she’d smile at me. She’d always smile at me.


The man in the sports jacket told us, but I wouldn’t believe him. I wouldn’t even look at him. Who was he, anyway, that he could say something like that? Dad and I—we didn’t listen. We paid no attention at all and went straight into the room where Mom was waiting for us. Someone pointed the way. I don’t know who. Someone who had sense.


“Mom?”


The room was cool and so still.


But right then, it was like there was still a chance. The air told me somehow that things could go either way, depending on how carefully I walked the tightrope. Mom’s just thinking of something else, that’s all, but she’ll move in a second and smile at us.


“Mom?” My voice was loud in that quiet space.


The air felt cold now, and it wouldn’t talk to me.


No. I held my breath and pulled a little harder to the left. Come on, Mom. Show ’em they’re wrong. Dad and I moved closer to the bed. The tan jacket man had to be wrong. There’d been a mistake. Because here was Mom’s red hair and everything. They make mistakes in hospitals. I know it, and her hair can’t look like that if she—


Boom!


The meteor struck and crushed me flat. Then gravity released its hold, and I floated out from underneath the meteor, soaring up to the moon, going high, high, high, so high that my head drifted away from my body, bobbing on the end of a long, stringlike neck. The moon wasn’t real, I wasn’t real, nothing was real, nothing except the enormous ticking of my watch.


Tick, tick, tick, tick, TICK!


My neck shrank my head back into the room, where everything came too sharply into focus. I screamed and backed into Dad. No words, just screams. He held me and held me while the noise left my mouth. I didn’t seem to have any control over it.


“Okay,” he said. “Okay.” Over and over. “Okay.” But his hands were trembling against my back. “Kayokayokay.”


Then my legs lost themselves in the firmament. I had no legs. I had no arms. I had no head or face or body. I wasn’t there.


Dad guided the me who wasn’t there to a chair and sat me on it. He kept a hand on my shoulder, and he looked down at me.


“Liza?” Then louder. “Liza?”


The room kind of came together, which was when I knew that it had come apart, come apart and come together again, and Dad let go of me. He watched me for a lo-o-ng second before leaving me there to cross the room. He leaned over the bed to kiss Mom. I found the strength to follow and do the same. Then I saw Mom’s shoulder. Her whole left side. Blood. Just blood.


“Oh, Mom. Ah, no, Mom.”


Dad’s hand held one of hers while I stroked her warm forehead. Warm. Still warm. I wanted to comfort her.


“It’s all right,” I told her, stroking, smoothing her warm skin, her warm hair, touching her eyebrows. “It’ll be all right.”


We stared at her, memorizing her face, memorizing the feel of her skin, the redness of her hair. What else could we do?


Afterward Dad took my hand in his, and we left the room. The professor man was still there, right outside the door, his brown eyes on us. I didn’t care. Mom was dead. What else mattered?


“I want to go home,” I said to Dad. “Just home. Home.” Which meant I wanted to go home to Mom, put my arms around her, feel the warmth of her touch and her breath on my cheek. She would be there and alive to comfort me, not here, where some other reality was playing out. “Home,” I said. “Home.” All this other stuff wasn’t true. It was a nightmare, and if I went home, I’d wake up from it. I kept walking for the exit. I could hardly see it for the waves of darkness, but I kept going.


Pressure on my hand slowed me down. “We have to talk to Detective Sawyer first.” Dad’s words were quiet.


“Who?”


Dad indicated the tan jacket guy, the professor guy, the guy who couldn’t keep his stupid mouth shut. “He’s from the police. He got here ahead of the ambulance in case Mom could tell him something, but she never said anything else after we left for the car.”


“How do you know?”


“You weren’t listening,” he said. “It’s all right. Your mind was somewhere else, and it’s okay. But Detective Sawyer told me before we went in to see her.” Dad’s voice shook on his last words.


“All right.” But I wouldn’t pay attention. We’d go someplace, and Dad and this detective person would talk. Whatever. Then we’d go home. And do I-didn’t-know-what. But at least we wouldn’t be here in this place of death. Mom couldn’t really be dead, anyway. She’d be home. How could I think that way after seeing her? But I did.


Dad and I followed Detective Sawyer into a room with a table and some chairs. The smell of coffee. Boxed doughnuts with pink sprinkles. Pink? We sat down, and I pushed the sprinkled doughnuts away so I couldn’t see them over the edge of the box. Pink! On a day like today—pink? Whose idea in the history of the universe was pink?


“What can you tell me?” Gray sounds that swirled into the gray air.


“Liza? Liza?” Dad’s voice swirled around me. “Liza?”


I blinked my eyes until the swirls lightened and I could see the room again. A single sob escaped my throat, and Dad handed me a bunch of napkins from somewhere. I took one, but it didn’t do much good. The tears just rolled out of my eyes like a string of liquid pearls.


“What can you tell me?” the detective repeated.


Oh, yeah. Him.


I looked at Dad through a fog. He shrugged at me. “You’re the one who was there,” he said. “You walked past the men in the underpass, didn’t you?”


I took that shrug and gave it to the detective. “I don’t know anything.” I wiped the tears off my chin. Maybe the tears were slowing. Yeah. Almost down to just sniffing. “Mom is dead. What else matters?” Sniff. Blot. Sniff. So I did know. For talking purposes.


“You can ID these people,” he said. “Why did they shoot your mother?”


“One of the men in the underpass shot Mom?”


The detective nodded.


“Why’d he do that?”


“That’s what I want you to tell me.”


I shrugged again. “I don’t know.”


“Can you describe them?” Detective Sawyer asked. “The officers couldn’t get a good look at them.”


“I really only saw one.” I didn’t mention the grasping fingers I’d avoided. What good would that do? I drew on one of the napkins with the detective’s pen. “Probably he doesn’t look like that,” I said. “The mole on his chin looks more like a heart than the way I drew it. And sort of like a chocolate smear, too.” I wrote Garlic Man underneath. “He stank. Oh, yeah. And there was a guy that might have been wearing a Mickey Mouse hat—you know with the ears like that, but I didn’t see his face.”


Detective Sawyer took the paper from me and studied it, nodding his head. “You’re a good artist,” he said.


“Mm.” Who cared?


“You know who this is?” he asked.


“No.”


“I don’t think you saw this man in the underpass,” Detective Sawyer said. “It couldn’t have been this man.”


I looked at him. “Why not?”


“Yeah,” said Dad. “Why not?” Detective Sawyer slid the paper across to Dad, who gave it a good glance. “Oh.”


“Oh?” I repeated. “Oh? What’s that mean?”


“You drew a picture of Robert Bramwell,” said the detective. “Robert Bramwell isn’t going around shooting people.”


I turned my questioning gaze to Dad. “He’s a famous philanthropist,” he told me. “He has drug rehab places all over the country, and he’s donated computers to lots of schools. He’s giving a lecture at the high school tomorrow night. So say the posters in all the store windows.”


“With his picture on them,” added the detective with some emphasis.


“Oh.” I still had never heard of him. “Does that mean he didn’t stand in the underpass today?” But I guessed I’d seen the pictures. Oh, yeah, in almost every window between the train station and Lancaster Avenue while I’d walked Jackie to the bus stop. Kind of annoying I’d found it, in a hardly-paying-attention sort of way.


I’d seen his picture. I’d seen his picture all over the place, and my scrambled brain had put it on the face of the guy who’d said “Hey!” I wondered what Garlic Man really did look like.


“Okay,” I said. “Apparently I didn’t see him. So I guess I’m no help.”


I thought Detective Sawyer would leave then and let Dad and me go home, but he stayed put.


“Listen,” he said, and his face was severe. “Do you know what the two police officers saw when they came out of that house up the street from where your mom was shot?”


“Well,” I said. “Someone shot Mom.” Two officers coming out of a house? This was the first I’d heard of it. “I guess they wanted to make an arrest.”


“No, but what they saw,” said Detective Sawyer, “was two guns aimed at you. At you. Aiming just out of the darkness of the underpass.” He paused. “After your mom was shot. You were between them and your mother, and these men were aiming at you. That’s why the officers jumped them so quick. So they wouldn’t shoot you. The officers didn’t even see her.”


“But . . . ,” I began. “But I didn’t do anything. Why shoot me?”


And I thought of the dumb silly smile I’d had on my face when I’d walked by. I was going to get shot for having a dumb silly smile?


“I only walked past them,” I said. “I didn’t see anything. Really. The guy with the mole, or the guy I thought was the guy with the mole, turned around as I went by and said, ‘Hey!’ One of the other guys made a grab at me, but I didn’t see his face.”


“Oh, Liza,” said Dad.


“It was creepy,” I answered him, “but he didn’t touch me, and nothing else happened. I got out of there. That’s it. Then they shot Mom.” I paused, reliving and reliving the moment. “And she saw it. She saw it coming, and she threw herself on top of me.” I told them about Mom shoving us into the bushes and me not understanding why. “She saved my life. Oh, Dad.” I looked at him. “This was all my fault. It’s all because of me.”


“It wasn’t your fault,” he said.


“I tripped on the sidewalk a couple of times as I ran to her,” I said. “I guess I wasn’t a good target until I reached her. Oh, man!” If I hadn’t tripped, maybe I’d be dead and she’d still be alive. Maybe. It should have been me.


Neither of the men said anything.


“But why were they aiming at me? I was just walking up Butler Avenue like I always do. Millions of people walk up Butler Avenue every day. Nobody shoots them. Ever.”


“You saw something.” The detective’s voice was insistent. “You don’t know what you saw, but you saw it.”


I shook my head. “I don’t know what to tell you.”


He stood up. “Well, if either of you thinks of anything, call me. And lock your doors.”


“That’s it?” Dad stood up too, and I pushed up with him.


I guessed we were leaving. “Lock our doors? That’s all the help you can give us? My wife is dead, and someone tried to kill my daughter, and you say ‘lock your doors’? What kind of junk is that?” His voice dropped to an ominous tone. “Lock your doors!”


“We’ll watch your house, Dr. Wellington,” said Detective Sawyer, “but you can help with locking up and being careful. Call if anything at all strange happens.”


“Plenty strange has already happened,” said Dad, “and I think you should at least see where Robert Bramwell was when my wife was shot. Find the bullet and see if it matches anything with his name on it. If Liza said she saw him, she saw him. She doesn’t make stuff up.”


“Dad.” I pulled on his arm, but he wasn’t listening.


“Don’t you think we should at least start there?” His voice was high again. “Maybe Bramwell shot my wife. Who knows? Maybe he’s not such a great guy after all. Maybe he does go around shooting people. Maybe he has one of those manias where he thinks he’s king of the world and can just act any way he wants. Arrest him!”


“Sure,” said Detective Sawyer. “We’ll talk to him. But don’t get your hopes up.”


“I won’t,” I said before Dad could answer. “Why would a philanthropist want to kill me?”


“We have to at least ask,” Dad said. “It’s somewhere to start.”


But I knew that it was useless. Arrest a guy because I saw his picture? Come on.


We walked out to the parking lot with the detective. “I’m sorry,” I said. “Maybe I’ll still think of something.” But I knew I wouldn’t.


What I remember of the car ride home is all those headlights coming at us. Headlights and headlights and headlights while I cried. Then the car stopping in the driveway and nothing to do but leave it and go into a house where Mom would never again run down the steps. Never joke, never smile, never anything.


This couldn’t be happening. Someone turned out the light, but the light would come on again, wouldn’t it?


Mom was dead?


I didn’t have a mother anymore?


How can Mom be dead? How can anybody’s mom be dead?


I didn’t believe it, even though I’d seen her, and Dad looked so gray.


The lentil soup aroma escaping the Crock-Pot in the kitchen embraced me on the living room couch as I cried and Dad slouched by my side. My mother had the soup going in there, so how could she be dead? How could she stir the soup if she was dead?


Oh, Mom!


Telephones, doorbells, and the sounds of the night washed over me while lights went on and off inside my head. Sometimes Dad was next to me, and sometimes he wasn’t. I didn’t know what he was doing when he wasn’t beside me, but he always came back. Through it all, the steadiness of the soup aroma made a lie out of the truth. None of this was happening. It was all a lie. Every bit of it.




Chapter 3


Dad was standing at the living room window that night, just staring. He turned when he heard me on the steps.


“Can’t sleep?”


“I’m afraid.”


“Are you afraid a guy with a gun is going to find you? No one’s outside, and the doors are locked. Windows and doors. Everything.” He held the cordless out. “First sign of anything, I’m punching numbers, so don’t you worry. Plus, the police are watching.”


“It’s not that,” I said. “It’s just—remember the man with the mole? Robert Bramwell? I know I didn’t see him, but part of me still thinks I did, and every time I close my eyes, there he is. He has a gun, and he shoots it. Over and over. He shoots it and Mom falls on me.” I started to cry again. “She falls every time. I can’t make it stop.”


“Come here.”


I put my head on Dad’s shoulder, and he held me as the tears fell. “I want Mom back,” I sobbed.


“Me too.” He let out a big breath. “Me too.”


After a few minutes, feeling just as bad as before, I detached myself from Dad’s arms and headed glumly for the steps. What could be done? Nothing. But Dad kept a hand over one of mine, and he came up behind me.


“I’ll sit on the bed until you’re asleep,” he told me. “And if you don’t go to sleep soon, we’ll come downstairs again and have some warm milk or something. Okay? If we have to, we’ll stay up all night.”


Dad didn’t sit on the bed much. He started on it, but then he was up, wandering around the room, picking up my books or my old stuffed animals, looking out the window. But he was there, and that was what counted. Even with my eyes closed, hearing him move around the room felt comforting. He was there.


I concentrated on Dad’s footsteps to keep Robert Bramwell and his gun away. Then I was dreaming that I was concentrating on his footsteps. Then I was just dreaming.


I woke up the next morning to the smell of coffee, and I knew Dad was downstairs ahead of me. I didn’t remember any dreams past the footsteps one, and my head felt heavy. I wished I didn’t know why. I wished I could feel disoriented and not remember why I felt disoriented. But I remembered. And it wasn’t long before Robert Bramwell and his gun came back.


Bang! Fall.


Bang! Fall.


Bang! Fall.


I got out of bed and pulled on some shorts and a T-shirt as fast as I could. Washed my face in cold water and ran down the steps for the kitchen, away, away, away from the replays.


Dad was sitting at the table in there, staring at a mug of coffee when I came in. Just looking at him made what was real take over. The bangs in my head quit, and Robert Bramwell’s ghost disintegrated and fell away.


“Good morning, Liza,” Dad said. “Want breakfast?”


“Not really.” But I put some bread into the toaster anyway and took the apricot preserves from the fridge.


Dad nodded. “Good idea to eat,” he said, although it looked like coffee was all he’d had so far. And not much of that, to judge by the fullness of the mug.


The phone began ringing again. And the doorbell. You’d just about sit down from one, and the other would start. People at the door brought casseroles or flowers. Some of them were friends of my parents, some of them were Dad’s students, and some of them were deliverymen or women. Nobody much came through the front door, though—Dad and I didn’t want any company right then—and once I took a sprawled-out position on the sofa, it was all just a blurry parade. Noise and flowers and Dad walking back and forth.
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Liza’'s mom
IS dead, and
Liza's the
next target.

alking home orie évening, Liza has
to struggle through a crowded underpass. She
doesn't think anything of it, but when her mom is
shot dead moments later, Liza's world turns upside
down. Even worse, Liza was the real target—so she
and her dad are placed in the winess protection
program. Forced to leave everything behind, and
unsure whom to trust or where o go, Liza and her
dad are constantly trying to evade the Core—the

mysterious group that's trying to kil them.

Susan Shaw pulls you into Liza's world, where ordi-
nary moments sucdenly become tertifying and the

only way out is to keep running.
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| stopped where | was and stared around.
There—there—there. Everywhere, people
stared back at me, at Dad. My mouth was
stuck open while my eyes went from
face to face to face.

“You're the girl, you're the girl! Hey!”
“I'saw her first!”
“I did!”

Click! Someone took a picture. Another picked
up my hat. Click! Another picture.

Dad’s hand tugged on mine. “Quick! Quick!”
“Hey! Don’t you want your hat?”

But we were running, almost flying.
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