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NAVESSA AI,I-F,N

I turned slightly to the side, keeping my eyes trained on Brinley
"Blanket?"

The sound of shuffling feet told me someone was following the
request, so I faced forward again and gave the new nurse my full
attention. I'd gotten the gossip on her from anorher of my colleagues.

According to them, Brinley had been a nurse for three years and recently
transferred from a smaller county ER. This was her first time working
in a trauma hospital.

Some people did just fine in normal ERs but cracked when they came

here. We were inner city, in a metropolis known for its sky-high crime
rates. Not a shift went by where we didn't see the worst of the worst:
stabbings, rapes, gunshot wounds, abuse victims, survivors of horrific
car accidents, you name it.

Tonight had been especially rough, even for me, and I'd seen so

much shit that very little rattled me anymore. It could be scarring for
someone new to a trauma center like Brinley, and I cursed her luck that
this was her first unsupervised shift.

A blanket appeared in my periphery I took it without looking and
wrapped it around Brinley's shoulders. She moved like an aLltomaron,

arms jerky as she clutched the ends together and tugged it tighter.
"His chest," she said, so low I barely caught the words. "The whole

middle was just . . . missing."

Ah, so she'd gotten the close-range shotgun wound. It was amazing
the man was even alive when he arrived, and terribly sad because there
was almost nothing we could do in cases like his. Too much of the
heart, lungs, and other vital organs were shredded for someone to live
through it. I heard he passed shortly after being rolled in. If Brinley had
him, she would have gotten soaked through with blood. No wonder
she was wearing different scrubs from earlier, and her hair still looked
damp from having to shower it all off.

"There was nothing you could have done," I told her.

She sniffled, and her eyes finally seemed to focus on me. .,I know,
but . . . god.l don't think I'll ever get that sight our of my head."

LIGHTS OUT

Don't worry, tomorrow you'll see something eqtrali,,

that will take its pLace, a dark part of me thought. bu:

say something like that aloud.

"Has anyone told you about the therapists?" I asked

She nodded. "Third floor, right?"
'And if you're on a night shift and need to talk to so:

a2417 callltne."
Our hospital might overwork us, but it did an exceile r

itizing the mental health of its staff. 'We saw rhe same a:
trauma soldiers might face on a front line, and the burn
rates were sky-high because of it.

I regularly spoke to one of the on-call therapists. It,,
few things keeping me relatively sane while the healthcai.

bled around us, and so many people quit the 6eld thar ..,

ing dangerously understaffed.

"I don't have the number for the call line." Brinler sar

rolling down her cheek.

This was good. Tears I could work with. Tears r
already processing, and the risk of her going into sho;ii

"Which locker did you put your stuff in?" I asked. '

phone and add the number."

Twenty minutes later, she was back on her feer ii
u,rapped around a steaming mug of chamomile tea. I'J :
in her phone, she'd stopped trembling, and a little cc,,

ing to her cheeks. Only one other nurse was in the roo::
having replaced the previous, unhelpful two from beic,:

rvas Tanya, a trim Black woman in her mid-fortles \i:
trauma hospitals almost as long as Brinley had been a.

my favorite coworker. She was great under pressure. h-
bedside manner, and kne'"v more about treating peop .
situations than most doctors we worked with.

Right now, she was standing with Brinley near rhe .,\

quietly, one hand gripping the younger woman's shou,
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NAVESSA ALLEN

ilnLl out as I gathered mine and Brinley's stuff, trusting Tanya to knorn,

all the right words to use as she coaxed Brinley back from the brir-rk.
''You did so well," I heard her salr 'And I'm nor iust blowing smoke

up your ass to make you feel better. l'l,e seen other nurses 'nvith more
erperience frecze up during nights like this, but you kept,vour sl.rit

together and did what yon had to." She turned to me. "Back me up,

Alv"
I slur.rg Brinley's bag over my shoulder and joined them. "She's not

1i,ing," I said. "Yor-r crushed ir, from u,hat I saw. And it's totally normal
to break dor,vn a little afteru,ard. All that adrenaline built up too high,
and your cortisol levels prob:rbly went bananas. There 's no shame in
drsappearing rnto a mitriature srress coma. I still do it, too, on really
bad nights."

Brinlcy paled. "I thought torright w:rs really bad."
Vhoops. Time to backtrack.
"lt r,vas," I said. "I jnsr meanr I didn't see the u,orst this time. I think

lou and Mallorv ciid."

She let out a shaky breath. "Oh. Okay"
Tanva turnecl back to her. "Nor,r,, Al,v's gonna give you a ride home.

Her shift rs over, too."
Briulel, looked bettveen us. "But rn)/ cer is here."

Tan1,a no6.1.6. "Yes, but w-e don't think,vou shor-rld dnve right nou'."
Brinlc_v seemed ro see the u,isdor-n in that. "Ycah,,vor-r're probebly

right. "

"f)on't worr);" I said. "l checkecl vour scheclule. We 're borh on shift
xt the same time tomorrou,, so I'[ give you a lift back. You parked in
the en-rplor''ce 1ot?"

She noclded.

"Your car should be fine there . Do you need to get rlnything out
of it?"

Shc frorvned. "l dor.r't think so?"

Tanva plucked the tca frorn her hands. "Then yolr two should get

out of here while you car-r."

"Thank you," I mourhed ar her.

LIGHTS OT'T

She nodded.

It wasn't uncomrron to get roped into a ferv murc r.

you loitered too long after your shift ended because .

r-reeded an extra set of hands or more people \\,'ere re.-,-.

bilize a patient. Brinley wasn'r in any shape for thar. :,
four extra hours already It ."vas time to go.

I steered Brinley tolvard the exit, and we took tl.re :
avoid running into anyone else. She vr.as quiet as \\'e \r:
much better than rr.hen I first saw her, so I took th:rt ,,.:

"Do you live with anyone?" I asked her.

"My boyfriend," she said.

"Is he home right now?" I didr-r't love the idea ot .;.,
if he wasn't.

She nodded. "He is. I texted him at the er.rd of nrr. .:
down, and, well. \bu saw."

"Talking about it helps," I told her. "l'm nor surc ii ,

squeamish, but telling him about what you wenr rhroLr=.

get some of it out of your head."
"I'm not sure," she said, her voice laced w,ith rr-rde ; -

"You don't have to go into detail. Just the basi;.
number in your phone along witl'r the therapist line . .

cr-rll me, too."
She shot me a relieved look. "Thank vou. I don'i ;:

\bu knorv?"

I nodded. I did know. Unlike Brinley, I u'as .,::
even r,,,hen I had partners, I didn't talk shop u,rth rh.
seriousl.v-I v!'as too career-focused for that right r,- ,

rrbout a bad day or how sad it was rvhen I lost a perie r.: ..
of thing 1,ou saved for a significant orher. lVlostlr. I :-r:
therapists or other nurses, and from the look on Brir-.
tell she would be the same. Civilians, as lve calied :r -

emergency rvorkers, didn't get it a lot of the time.

\Ve chatted more on the way home about safer rc,r:.
TV sl'row ever)rone was watching to distracr our.ei. -.
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NAVESSA ALLEN

rve'd had. By the time I dropped Brinley off at her townhouse, the sur.r

was starting to rise over the city, glinting off the distant high-rises and
painting the clouds a macabre ombre that ranged from the deep purple
of new bruises to the arterial red of freshly spilled blood.

God, I'm morbid this morning, I thought, pulling my eyes from
the sky.

I'd spent so much time trying to help and then distract Brinley that I
hadn't processed my own shitshow of a night. There was a guy who'd
gotten stabbed three times, a woman with a broken wrist, bloody nose,

and a guilty-looking husband who wouldn't 1et her speak for herself,

and a two-year-old with RSV so bad he had to be med-flighted to the

children's hospital.

The worst was the homeless man with frostbite. Not because it
was an extreme case-his frostbite was relatively mild, and he'd keep

all his toes-but because no one else in my rotation wanted to go in
his room because he smelled so bad, complaining loudly enough in
the hall outside that he probably heard them. It both broke my heart
and pissed me off, so I sent the others running and took care of him
myself.

Those u,ere the kinds of cases that stuck with me now, not the overly
gory ones, but the sad ones. I fixated on them. '$fhere was that man's

family? tWere they looking for him? \X/hat about the r,voman being
abused by her husband? \7ou1d she be able ro get our before he hurt
her again?

My drive home passed in a blur as these thoughts filled my head,

and before I knew it, I was pulling ir.rto my driveway. The srreet was

dark enough that my house was lit up by twinkling string lights. lt
was well into the second week of January, but a few of my neighbors
stil1 had their holiday decorations up, so I u.asn't rushing to take mine
down. Seeing those lights flashing merrily in the pre-dawn gloom
rvas precisely the kind of pick-me-up I needed-anyrhing to keep the
darkness at bay

I turned my car off and got out. My house wasn't much, just a small
two-bedroom Craftsman-style cottage in a semi-safe neighborhood,

LIGHTS OUT

but it was al1 mir-re, and I was damn proud of the u or- .

it up and puttirg my unique stamp on the place. Th.
antique pale blue-green, the trim rvas a warm rr'hrt..
fror.rt deck looked festive and inviting thar.rks to r1.r. ;r

r'velcome sign and rl-re Christmas tree that sparkle.l
decorations.

Inside, it was just as merr\l I didn't have anv famir.
rered, and decking my house out top to bottom ir-r .c.,-.

I.row I distracted rnyself from the depressing fact rher I -
holidays alone or u,orking evcry year.

A lor,rd you,l split the air as I closed the door behinj
of{ my shoes.

!(/e11, I wasn't entirely alone. I did have Fred to ke ;:
He must have been fast asleep on my bed r,l,hen I u irlkc:
rorvlir-rg started ferther away and then rose ir-r prtch l:-,
raced tou''ard me, like an ambulance screaming don-r-l .

Man, be's Loud u'ben he's angry, I thought. If he i=.
nerrest neighbors wcre going to start thirrking I huri r

"Oh my god, Fred," I said as mv long-haired blic.
rrced around the corner. "You're fir-re. I'm onlr' .r is',,,

rir-ne."

I scooped him up u'hen he reached me, turnine hr::
so I could bur.v my face ir.r his fluffv bellir lvt-v morr -

rherapy" grow,ing up. She'd corne home from a lr,n j --
he iore saying hi to Dad or me, she'd head straight ro -r -
rhe n'r ultil they started to squirm. It ah,vays made hc.r.::
ione the same thing to Fred since the cia1, after he .:-

, ercl. a half-clror,vned kitten crving to get out of a sror:-
ri it u,:rs because he was so young u,hen I strrteLl Ja,i-:
hc tolerated fur t1-rerapy prettv well, pr-rrling anLl iir-r..

mv h:rir.

I probably would har.e seemed like a lunatic [o 1rL)r -
i Jidn't give a shit. On principle, I didn't trusr an\(,n-
..1ts, so they'd r-rever be around to judge me an\ \\ -i\.
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I set Fred down once I'd gotten my fill, and he trorted behind me

as I headed into my room to change. You think I'd be tired after such

a long shift, but I was wide awake. Probably because I'd learned how
to fall asleep at the drop of a dime, and I found somewhere to take a

five-minute power nap whenever there was a lull. The hospital had been

weirdly quiet from midnight ro one, and I'd slept for a whole hour.

Tanya told me one of the floor nurses-someone who worked on a

higher floor in a specialty unit-had commenred about it being slow

when she came to pick up lab work, which jinxed us. ER nurses knew
better than to say things like that.

I shorvered, changed into the coziest pajamas I owned, poured
myself an oversized glass of white wine, and snuggled up with Fred

on my couch. I had half a mind to turn on the TV and zone out for a

while, but I hadn't checked my phone once during my shift, and those

social media notifications were calling.

Giving in to the inevitable, I pulled up my favorite app and started
scrolling. There r.vere the expected videos of cute animals doing cute

things. people acting like idiots and getting themselves into rroubie,
storr-times about exes, and muscular people pos.ing in gym mirrors.
But more than anything else, there were thirst traps. Specifically, thirst
traps of men wearing some sorr of mask. My obsession with them
started at the beginning of autumn when this subgenre of videos rose

to the spotlight every year, thanks to horny book lovers and lusty
lurkers like me.

With one hand, I scratched behind Fred's ears. The other was busy
smashing that like button for videos of men dressed in cosplay, decked

out in futuristic military gear, and even a ttw sporting full horror movie

costumes. I saved my favorites for the ghostJike masks, though. The
shirtless ones had me drooling. Add in a knife and some fake blood,
and that was an instant follow.

My absolute favorite creator was a user with the handle "the.face-
Iess.man" because he had everything I loved most: a custom mask

that was unlike anyone else's and was as sensual as it was terrifying,
muscles, good lighting, exceprional music selection, and an innate
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understanding of how to reel the viewer in and keep us

more. I had a whole favorite section devoted to his lideo
tinely went back and rewatched them whenever I needed

after a bad shift.

Like tonight.
I drained the last of my win-damn, I completelr ,

time when I scrolled-and got up to pour myself another
jumped down from the couch and curled inside his litrle
rhe TV, having reached his snuggle limit. I checked his toc

in the kitchen-both were still mostly full-and emptied :

r.vine into my glass. By the time I finished it, I'd be half a

Yup, I'd be tipsy soon and hopefully tired. I only had re

iny next shift started, and I desperately needed to catch

sleep I'd missed during the usual holiday uptick at the hc

I tugged a blanket over myself as I sat back dor,r,n. rh,

mv videos of the Faceless Man, as I'd taken to calling hrm

co pick a favorite, but if someone held a gun to my head

I had to, it would be the one where he was sprawled our :

shirtless, his head resting on the arm, the scene floode d b,

w-as only visible from the ribs up, his skin covered in tatt
clenched as his arm moved in a rhythmic motion that sugg

ierking off but didn't go far enough to get him banned.

I never knew where to look when I watched it. At the n

rensed and flexed with every stroke? Or how his chesr h,

\\as on the brink of coming? Or just offscreen, where I ci
his hand pumping his straining cock?

He started the video staring up at the ceiling. Ton-ard :

he turned his head to stare directly into the camera, ani
I knew a mask couldn't have an expression, it felt like :

ihose gaping black eyes stared straight into my soul, and :

mouth was calling my name while he came. The lideo
after he turned his head, and it was embarrassing hos' = -

paused it right before that happened so I could srare 1ni.

ierv moments longer.
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