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Rapid gunfire. Another explosion. Louder screams.

Getting closer now.

"Doctor?" The voice is shaky now, panicked. Then, because I'm
clearly not listening: "Marc?"

"Nothing we can do about it," I say.

Which is hardly a comfort.

Trace and I arrived in Ghadames eight days ago. We flew into

Diori Hamani airport, where we were met by a young woman Trace

and I knew named Salima, if that is her real name, and a burly driver

who never introduced himself or said a word to us. The four of us

traveled northeast for two long days, sleeping in a safe house near

Agadez and then tents under the stars in Bilma. We left the driver in
northern Niger, traveling through the desert by night, until we met

another car.

Salima and Trace have eyes for one another. I'm not surprised.

Trace is the pure deflnition of a "playah." Even surrounded by

death...well, maybe that's just it.

When you're close to death, that's when you feel your most alive.

Salima kept us moving north, straddling the border between Alge-

ria and Libya. East of Djanet, a half dozen heavily armed militants

stopped us. They were all young-teens,I would guess-and tweak-

ing from some sort of potent narcotic. They were called the Child
Army. Blood was in the air. Wide-eyed, they grabbed me flrst, then

Trace. The young militants made me kneel.

They put a gun to the back of my skull.
I would be f,rst to die. Trace would watch. Then it would be his

turn.

I closed my eyes and pictured Maggie's face and waited for some-

one to pull the trigger.

The Child Army didn't shoot us, obviously. Salima, who speaks at

least four languages fluently, fell to her knees and talked fast. I don't

GOttE I

knorv exactlY rvhat she saic-

soldiers moved on.

More screams. N'lore gur

I didn't tell Mag-uie the

\\as on so many levels. no:

because of the Promise' ''r.

have insisted on coming.

That's horv Maggie ano tr

You rvonder r,vhat makes

also ego and recklessness a:

We don't 1"u, 6nn,ssr. \\,
Trace. wearing & SurSl-:

"How much time do rr e

"They've 6rrnsd iou n

already dead. Salima is m"'

I iook at the nurse ano :-

"You can't save him." :

"Even if you flnish in ti::.
surgery, theY won't let hir:l

I don't know rvho "thcr

origins, the histor,v. the ia::

the extremists, the innocer:

bad guys are, wh,v these :.
is the oppressor or u'hat .-

political. but for Maggie .--

I continue to u'ork oi-l :

Izil. I hope everyone I tre.'

be our job to figure oul ''' :
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sort them out." It's c1o:e :-'

God...You get the dn:t
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I'm not being "both sides" here. I'm being "no sides."

"Everyone out," I say. "I want the room cleared."

"Marcl'Trace says.

Our eyes meet over the surgical masks. Trace and I have known

each other a long time. We did our surgical residency together. We

have provided medical aid in humanitarian crises like this one across

the globe. He is one of the most gifted cardiothoracic surgeons in the

world.

Trace says, "I can help you close."

"I got it."
"We'11 wait."
I shake my head, but he knows.

'll-eave me an ambulance," I say. "They won't shoot up an ambu-

lance."

We both know this is no longer true, not in today's world.

We should never have come. I shouldn't have allowed it. I should

have taken care of business and said goodbye and flown home.

I should be with Maggie.

I don't say goodbye to Trace. He doesn't say goodbye to me.

But this will be the last time I ever see him.

Seconds later, it's only Izil and me in the room. I hurry, stupidly

thinking I can make it. I am closing the boy's chest when the doors

burst open.

Armed militants storm in.I don't know how many. They all have

that crazed look in their eyes. I have seen that look before. Too many

times. I saw it just a few days ago east of Djanet.

And sometimes I see it when I look in the mirror.

I close my eyes and picture Maggie's face and wait for someone

to pull the trigger.

Baltimore

ONTE YEAR LATER

aggie McCabe shoul;r::
"Where are vou) )'1

Maggie looks dos'n a: :-'

told you."
'Johns HoPkins?'
"Yes."

"You on the quad)"

Y ES.

"Where we met." he s:-'''

remember?"
"Of course I rememre :

"I knew You were tn- -:
"Don't make me ga;

"I'm trYing 16 f s651 r-- -
"lt's not working
"So what are You dor'r.

Maggie flashes back : - :

fresh-faced, as ther- sai l-
and all that nonsense H - '

4



s

Plroly\ Jnod uaq,^.\ 'urE8E uar{l tng 'a^rEu 1y\oH 'esuasuou }Eq] IIE PuE

ro8rl pue rurl puu rusnurtdo pup rdoq Jo IInJ des daqr se 'paleJ-r{sa{

pue pada-d,Lrap 11e 'snduef, uo arurt tsrg Jar{ or {rEq seqsEg arSSe1lli

.iSurop nod are tEqa oS,,

..'8urryo.nn lou s.ll,,

..'dn nod tsooq ot 8urd;l u.I,,

..'8eB aru aletu t.uocl,,

..'nod,u.es I luaruour eql euo aqt aJal\ no.{ ,u"au1 1,,

'sdes ar33eyr1 ..'raquraurer I asrnolJO,,

..tJaqureruaJ

no{ 'loor{f,s IElrpaluJo >laa./y\ uorteluerJo,, 'sdes aq ..'la[u a,^tr aJar.ll&,,

..'sa,\.,,

..qpenb ar{1uo notr,,

"'sa'\"'
lsurldog suqof,

...nod plor

s.pueqsnq rer{ te ula.op s1oo1 ar33eyr1

,*:1"':;hirfff]ffis,yl|
wrvT uysd sldo

eJorurlIefl

t]t0 utlduHS

I,, 'uaeJls auoqd aql uo eleJ

euoeuos roJ tlum pu? erEJ
.JoJJr-tII 

eql
'larcfO

,(ueru ooJ .eroJeq 
{ool tuql

e^eq IIE ,(eq1 .,{ueu ttoq n

sJoop oql ueqa tseqc s..(oq
,(1prdn1s ,.(rrnq 

J 
.ruooJ etfl

.IIMT J
'err ol e,(qpoo8 f,o t."

'eIIIoq u^\ourpuu a,{ry
pFoqs I '11 pe1!\olle eAeq l.u

'plJol{ s,,{upo1tu lou

-nque ue dn looqs l.uom r(s

oql ur suoe8rns JrJeJoqtor:-r
ssoJCB OUO Srql a{rl sasiJ: :r:
e16 ':eqteSol ,(cueprre.i 1".^..
uA\oDI eABq I pue eJE_r1 '<-.-r

..'poJ?e[c {tro(

..'sopls OU,, Suleq

il180c [ultYH



REESE WIIHERSPtllllI E HARLAil CllBElI

falls apart-when you had everything and even understood and appre-

ciated that you had everything and never took any ofit for granted,

not for a second, knew how lucky you were, and because you were so

grateful, you somehow naively expected karma to reward you, or at

least leave you be-you learn in the hardest of ways that fate is fickle,

that life is chaos and no one gets out unscathed, that you can have

everything one moment and have it all snatched away so easily. . .

"I'm throwing myself a little pity party," she says.

"Stop. Go inside."
"I want to go home."

Marc frowns. "Dont do that."
"I'm not ready."

"Yes, you are. Please? I want you to go. Do it for me."
"Seriously?"

She looks up at the white cupola sitting atop Shriver Hall and

blinks back a tear. An hour ago, she'd reluctantly put on a long-sleeve,

navy blue, mid-calilength formal dress. Not black. That would be too

morbid. Navy seems like a safe bet-respectful of the occasion, but

not trying to pull attention. In fact, she would rather melt into the

floor than be anywhere in the vicinity of conspicuous on this partic-

ular night.
"Maggie?"

"I'm here."
"Go inside. It would mean a lot to me. And your mother."
"Wow," Maggie says.

"What?"

"You never used to be this sentimental and manipulative."
"Sure, I was," Marc says.

Her voice is soft. "Sure, you were." Then: "This sucks."

"What?"

"Nothing, never mind."
Twenty-two years ago, Maggie had graduated from these esteemed

G0lE !l

halls with every kind of honor

dent. She didher surgical resid

a renowned reconstructive sul

lines in Afghanistan and the U

ried Marc, moved ar1[ hirn or

Maris voice from the @
'They'llstare."
"Of course theY'll stare," h

Magge frowns. Some thin
'Go," he saYs again-

She nods because het riglt
features rwo ME<M candY ch,

flowers to the Green M&M wc

as a half-serious/half-gag gift

M&M pillowcases. He boug!

was adorable. Maggie thood

only encouragedhim-
"Maggie?"

She startles at the sound I

purse. She turns and sees h
tologist. The last time shdd

whenhe'dflown overtokS
sen's disease, more commml

workingout ofthe same@
so he was intimatelY fami[ar

"Hey,Larrf'
He squirms. "Are You hc

He semi-gestures toward Sc
"Sure," Maggie saYs-

-oh-"

"What?"

"Nothing."
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"Theyve named a scholarship in my mother's memory," she says.

'g.ight, I heard."
"So that's why I'm here."

"Right. Gotta go. Mickey will be waiting for me."

He hurries away as though, Maggie is tempted to shout out loud,

she has leprosy. She wants to grab her phone, get Marc on again, and

whine, "See what I mean?" but the phone is already in her bag and

now she's a little annoyed so to hell with it.
Maggie hesitantly trudges up the same steps she'd enthusiastically

marched up to get her diploma two decades ago. The banner pinned

above the door reads:

SCHOLARSHIP RECOGNITION EVENT

WELCOME BACK, JOHNS HOPKTNS ALUMS!

The hall is btzzing. The music, a string quartet of current stu-

dents, plays Mozart's String Quartet No. 19 in C Major. Her hands

at her sides, Maggie can t help half consciously moving her fingers

along with the music, as though there's a violin in her hand. There

are something like five hundred people-physicians and scholarship

vllnng15-milling about the esteemed hall. You know it's a medical

event because too many men are wearing bow ties. That's a big look

with doctors, mostly because regular ties hang loosely and get in the

way during exams. Her father, an army surgeon who also saw combat

as a Field Surgeon 628-in his case, in Vietnam-always wore bright

flowery ones. He claimed it let his patients see him as a bit goofy and

thus comfortingly human.

When Maggie finally enters the grand hall, the room doesnt stop

or go silent or any of that, but there is definitely some hesitation in
the air.

She stands there for a few long seconds, feeling beyond awkward,

as though her hands were suddenly too big. Her face flushes. Whyihad

EtlTE BI

she come? She looks for a frien<

one she sees is from the Ircster

Mom.

God, her mother had been

The photo theY'd blown uP

five years ago, Mom's last vea

the diagnosis, something she t

three years, until she finalls ca

and said, "I'm going to tell vc

come home when I do- Your u

ised and Mom toid her and tht

ise until her sister Sharon ca

Maggie kissed Marc goodbve i

up and come home soon, arx

her mother's finai daYs-

Maggie locks eYes with t

is the only friendlY face in th

walks toward the dais' She h

conversations seem to halt c

ensue, or again ma-Ybe that s

av'ay, does not let herself ust

her mother's, but she feels th

A familiar figure stePs in

Your face."

It's Steve SchiPner, aka S

geon like herselfand Yet hoP

rnillion followers on an Insr:

and after" Photos and calls h:

graduated in the same das

\ewYork-Pre sbYterian,; C olu

Dr. Evan Barlow. Steve is th

out making it sound like a sl'
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He lives in Dubai now and specializes in, to quote his profile bio,
"ambitious influencers looking to enhance their social media hits,

their lives-and their cup size."

"Yeah, well, I'm full of surprises," Maggie says.

He looks around, notices the hostile stares. 'ht least I'm happy to

see you."
"Thanks, Steve."

"You seen Barlow?"
"Have you?" she asks.

"Nope."

"I doubt he'llbe here."
"I heard he was showing up," he says. "I want to talk to him about

a sweet partnership deal and. . . " He stops, turns, gives her the full-
wattage smile. "Oh, guess where I'm working now."

She doesnt want to, but it would be worse not to play along. "I

heard Dubai."
"Yes, but where in Dubai?"
"I don't know, Steve. Where?"

He leans in and whispers. 'Apollo Longevity."

Maggie tries to keep her face blank. It takes some effort.

Steve continues: "Isn't that where you and Marc used to-?"
"I'm not involved anymore."

Maggie tries to process this. Apollo Longevity is still active. Even

now. Even after all that's happened.

That's not a good thing.

Steve looks her up and down, his gaze crawling all over her like

earthworms after a rainstorm. "You look good, Mags." He arches one

eyebrow, before he adds, "Real good. So good."

Maggie makes a noncommittal noise like "Uh-huh."

"So toned, so fit," Steve continues, doing a bicep curl to illustrate the

point. "What do you do, free weights? Pilates?" Another eyebrow arch.

"Sweaty, hot yoga?"

E0lE ll

She shakes her head- -Do d

"All the tirne, Mags- Youb
'You dont have to tell me"

He leans in toward her ear

seYen-year-old surgeon now' I

She makes a face. 'DidYo"

"Youre not too good for

whisper, "Not anYmore-"

With that, Steve oozes am

Steve's mail of ooze leads t

rigfut-hand corner. She knows t
huddle up and do their best to 
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isfurious andwants to conft'u

rs whether she'd

another classmate been this s[

Screw it.

Maggie heads straight iffi
eYeryone."

Silence.

She looks from face to fu
"StePhanie," Maggie saYs

champagne as though it hold

Olivia is StePhaniet drug

"Oh, she's, uh, she's doin{

"Did my recommendatio

Maggie knows that it'rid
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that Olivia had gotten in" h
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