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She looked at the chaos, at him, at the door. He
was right. She was a statue. A target. She moved,
her body feeling separate, gliding past
overturned displays, through the swinging door
marked ‘Employees Only.’

The room was cold, concrete, stacked high with
pallets of food. There was a counter with
clipboards, a window looking out into the store. A
head of blond hair, the same shade as her own,
popped up from behind it. A young girl, maybe
twenty, with wide, frightened eyes that matched
the green of hers. -

“Car out back or the front lot?”
she whispered, urgent. . .
“Front lot,” she whispered back. ==l ==

"That way is unsafe. You'll have

to get your car later. Follow me."

She moved to a wall of pallets loaded with
soda, squeezing into a narrow gap. Ellie followed,
the cardboard scratching her arms. Behind the
pallets, set into the floor, was a metal grate. She
hooked her fingers into it and pulled; it opened
on silent hinges, revealing a ladder descending
into darkness.
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First, the wounded flowers. She laid them
gently on the surface. Then, the cupcake. She
freed it from its plastic coffin, the perfect swirl
of icing now smeared. The single, defiant
candle. She pressed it into the center. She
grabbed the lighter from the junk drawer; it
was cool in her palm. The flame, when it sprang
to life, lit the room.

“Happy birthday to me,” she whispered to the
empty air.

Tomorrow, thirty-seven. The same age as the
man in Minnesota who was shot in the back for
helping someone up. The same age as the
woman in the car,who told the agent she wasn't
mad at him before he shot her in the face. A
target age. Ellie tries to pretend it doesn't
matter, that numbers are just that.. numbers.
But the fear is a cold stone in her gut. She's
ashamed of it. Ashamed she didn't throw a cart,
didn’t shout, didn't whistle, didn’t stand with
the observer and bear witness. She just stood
there, wearing sunglasses in the dark, and then
sheran.
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“Service tunnel. Left goes to 16th Street. Right
to 25th. Pick your direction and just walk. Don't
run. It echoes.”

“Thank you,” she breathed. She set her basket
down, the flowers nodding foolishly, and
climbed down into the cool, damp air. Her feet
found the concrete floor. Before she could turn,
the basket came dangling down with a cane
device used to bring food to the front of
shelves.

“Don't forget your stuff,” her voice floated
down, hushed. Ellie took the handle.

Above her, the grate slid shut, sealing her in
the dark. She was alone, but she could hear the
faint scuff of shoes ahead. She wasn't the first
to escape this way.

The walk was twenty minutes in a profound,
echoing blackness. She focused on the feel of
the basket handle in her hand, the faint, sweet
smell of the cupcake cutting through the
tunnel’s musty dampness.
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She wants to be brave. Sadly, brave people end
up on the news with their ages in the headline.
Will she make it to thirty-eight? The question
isn't about time or health. It's about men in camo
vests who wink at after beating someone.

She has to sit with this question alone because
the people who are supposed to love her are
cheering for the men in masks and joining them.
That loneliness is its own kind of tunnel, longer
and darker than the one under the store.

A final tear traced a hot path down her cheek.
She drew a shaky breath and sang, the words a
hollow echo in her safe, twinkling room.

“Happy birthday... to me.”

She closed her eyes, wished for nothing
because no wish felt safe,and blew.

The flame died, a wisp of smoke curling up.
In the sudden, total quiet, from a few blocks
away, the whistles started again.

Is this my life now?
The fairy lights twinkled. No answer came.

We shall see.
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She'd gotten the cupcake. She'd even found a
single, stubborn birthday candle plunged into a
display of cake toppers. Then, while walking to
the register, she saw the flowers. Her flowers.
Irises and chrysanthemums, the purple and
bronze a deep, familiar ache. The florist, a
woman with kind lines around her eyes and
green gardening gloves, was carefully re-
wrapping the bouquet. “The vase had a little
accident,” she'd said, smiling. They'd talked
about the best way to keep irises from
drooping. It was a normal, human moment. A
tiny thread of connection. Ellie walked away
with her cupcake and her discounted, vaseless
bouquet, feeling a fragile flicker of something
likeluck. &
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She passed a display that blocked her view

of the florist and the front door as she made her
way to the registers.
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The whistles started. \ O

Not police whistles. These were cheaper,
shriller, the sound of coaches and referees. They
sliced through the mundane supermarket hum
of elevator music and freezer fans.

When she cleared the display, the world had
changed. Men in camo vests stamped with
“ICE” stormed the doors. But they weren'tin
uniform. They B wore sweatpants,
sneakers, ski masks pulled

down or bandannas
tied up. It was the casualness
that was so terrifying. Like
they'd just rolled out of
bed to do this. They moved with

afocused chaos, going after anyone who had a
dark tint to their skin.

Ellie's
Birthday
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A fictional story that could take
place in a current day USA.



