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1. The Great Escape 

 

The door to Galaxy Bar & Grill flung open and nearly smacked Aidan Connelly in 

the face. He stumbled back as a blur of honey hair rushed past him and continued down 

the sidewalk. The air around her shimmered as if she were on fire, magnified by a pace 

that screamed hot rage. He stared, transfixed, as a sea of blue suits parted to let her pass.  

Everything about her stood out, like an exotic bird among pigeons. He hadn’t seen 

her face but the view from the back - the flutter of a summer dress, sun-kissed skin, legs 

until tomorrow - left him gaping until she disappeared into the crowd. That was not the 

kind of woman he had ever expected to come out of that kind of place. 

He reached for the discolored door handle, pausing in case some other pissed-off 

patron decided to burst out. The smell hit him as soon as he stepped inside, like getting 

slapped with a beer-soaked towel. When the door slammed shut behind him, the bright 

light of the afternoon and the golden veneer of Wall Street gave way to the dark gloom 

of neglect.  

Galaxy wasn’t just a seedy bar, it was an alternate universe, home to a couple of 

day-drinkers and a grime-covered collection of fake planets and black-light posters. This 

time of day, the other bars in the neighborhood would be booming with bankers and 

tourists, while this place echoed with a dusty emptiness. Maybe Mack had chosen it for 

that very reason.  

Aidan could turn around and disappear into the bustling city streets, skipping the 

pointless conversation. Why had he come, anyway? He had no obligation to sit through 

another tirade about getting revenge on some woman. What a waste of time.   

Before his good sense pulled him back out the door, he caught sight of Mack’s blond 

hair, slicked back into an immovable mass that reminded him of the yellow ceramic 

bowls of his childhood. It wasn’t even 5pm on a Tuesday and Mack was already drunk, 

as evidenced by the jerk and sway of his head.  



Morbid curiosity overtook Aidan’s pervasive apathy and growing disgust, and he 

took a seat at the bar. Everything about this place - the filthy glasses, the cloying 

darkness, the man sitting next to him - added to the revulsion. He closed his eyes, 

longing to replace the sights and sounds around him with the image of honey and heat.  

Mack’s slurred, nearly incomprehensible rants began without greeting or 

introduction. “You gotta do this for me, man.”  

As expected, that idiot’s begging for help. “Listen, I know this woman messed with 

you. That’s women, you know? But you can’t get all twisted about it. Don’t let it make 

you crazy.”  

Mack tossed back a shot of tequila, leaving three empty glasses on the bar. “That’s 

not the point, man. She’s evil. Came all the way down here to tell me to fuck off. Like 

she’s so much better than me.” 

That must have been her. 

Aidan swallowed and turned to the drunk man in disbelief. Mack had seemed cool 

enough when they met at work a few weeks prior. Aidan’s bullshit bank, like so many 

others, had gotten caught with its pants down and Mack’s fancy law firm had come in to 

clean up the mess. The two men were in their early thirties, living large in New York 

City, indistinguishable from every other hotshot in the cesspool of the young and 

powerful. All part of the unholy bond of lawyers and bankers that kept the madness 

alive.  

“Either way, it’s best to move on. You’re young and rich in a city full of hot women. 

Just pick another one and get on with it. Why waste your time trying to get her back?” 

Besides, anyone who’d go out with that schmuck had to be either a saint or a lunatic, 

neither worth keeping around. 

Mack lifted his finger to catch the attention of the bartender before bringing his 

hand back down onto the grimy bar with a thud. “I’m not trying to get her back, 

Connelly. I’m trying to get back at her.” 

Aidan had realized that something wasn’t right with Mack within their first few 

encounters.  It didn’t matter if he was insane or on drugs or if it was something else; he’d 

taken the lunacy to a whole new level. But in comparison, Aidan’s life didn’t look so 



bad. Maybe that’s why he stuck around.  

“I get it. But shit like that never ends up how you want it to.” Trust me, I know. 

Mack slid his lips apart in a move that might have been a smile on another face. “All 

I’m asking is that you mess with her. Should be easy for someone like you.” 

Aidan clenched his fist, wanting desperately to hurl it against Mack’s face. “You 

don’t know anything about me. And I don’t want to get involved.” 

Mack tilted forward, closing the space between them. Stale booze seeped through 

his pores. “I can pay you. You just left the bank, right? Maybe you could use a little 

cash.” 

Aidan’s stomach lurched. Right there was the problem. Everything had a price in 

this world he had helped to create. It was all about taking and owning, possessing and 

controlling. Nothing was out of reach. Not someone’s belongings, their time, their body, 

their soul. “I don’t need any cash, thanks.” 

“Come on, Connelly. It’s easy money.” 

All money was easy. Aidan could buy and sell that douche bag a few times over. “I 

don’t need your money. And I’m not interested in messing with some woman I don’t 

even know.”  

Mack lifted the newly arrived tequila shot to his lips, paused, then arced it into his 

mouth. He swallowed without a flinch, then slammed the glass on the bar loud enough 

to get the attention of two men across the room. “That bitch needs to learn a lesson. You 

wouldn’t believe the shit she’s pulling. Shoulda heard what she just said said to me.”  

“Sorry you got screwed. But I can’t help you.” Aidan pushed himself off the 

barstool, retrieved his wallet out of his back pocket, and dropped cash next to his glass. 

Only in Manhattan could a few spoonfuls of warm gin set you back twenty bucks. This 

city had made him jaded. Turned him into a different person. It was time to get out. 

This bar, this city, this life. He took two steps toward the door. 

“Not even as a favor for a friend?” 

We’re not friends. “No can do.”  

Mack stood up, stumbled, and fell back onto his seat. “You’re going to regret this, 

Connelly!” 



Aidan snickered as he continued out of the bar. One more regret wasn’t going to 

make a damn bit of difference in the mountain of remorse his life had become. 

 

 

The sun accompanied Aidan nearly the whole walk to midtown, dipping behind the 

skyscrapers and into the Hudson River as he entered the lobby of his building. The 

elevator doors opened directly into his loft and to a spectacular view of the Empire 

State Building, a daily reminder why he had chosen to live far from the financial 

district.  

Getting out from under all those soul-less financial towers helped him stand up 

straighter. Even the neighborhood was more peaceful. Not that he interacted with his 

neighbors much, but the occasional sighting of an artist or family made him feel less like 

an alien in a sea of clones. 

He stood in front of the window, watching the buildings change from gold to grey in 

the fading daylight. This was a much better view than that repulsive bar. Going to 

Galaxy had been a mistake. There was no talking sense into Mack, hell-bent on 

revenge, as if he was the only guy to ever get dumped. Hopefully, he’d straighten out 

before doing something really stupid.  

Aidan shook off the uneasy feeling around Mack’s threats to him and that woman, 

and grabbed a beer before heading into the spare bedroom. The sight of the stack of 

boxes against the far wall, a reminder of his upcoming departure, brought relief. Two 

more weeks and all this hell would be in his rearview mirror. He could turn his back on 

the mess he’d made, as well as the one on the horizon when all his bad choices caught 

up to him. That same feeling of imminent disaster he’d gotten before each of the recent 

financial meltdowns buzzed through his veins. He couldn’t be happier to be getting out. 

He shoved the two small boxes labeled ‘Jessica’ further into the corner. His ex-

fiancee would probably never get her stuff. Why was he even saving it? Maybe the 

same masochistic streak that kept him on Wall Street for so long kept him connected to 

her.  

She was just like the rest of them, completely satisfied by a stallion on her arm, a 



huge diamond on her finger, and the good life in her future. Sure he thought all that 

crap was important too, until it fell apart. He shook his head at his own stupidity and 

gullibility. I should have known better. 

It was book-packing day. The floor-to-ceiling bookshelves against the far wall 

contained some of his most treasured possessions. Most of them would have to go into 

storage with the rest of his stuff, but a select few would accompany him on his great 

escape. Whitman’s Leaves of Grass, a book of Neruda’s poems, and Ulysses by James 

Joyce were definites. Perhaps Jung’s Red Book and something by Emerson, to get his 

mind right.  

The promise of a dramatic escape had picked Aidan up off the floor, and given him 

hope that what had broken could be fixed. Southeast Asia was as far as he could get 

from Manhattan. He would start out in Thailand. Bali was a must, as was Vietnam. 

Other than that, he had at least a year, maybe two, to recover from the train wreck his 

life had become. Maybe he’d never come back. A permanent sabbatical. He called it his 

parole, even if nobody else got the joke.  

Aidan frowned at the growing pile of books on the floor, already more than he could 

bring, and he’d only scanned the top two shelves. The whole point was to leave the city 

empty-handed. Only a total purge would begin to wash him clean, absolve him of his 

disgrace, wrest the life he never wanted from his clenched fists. If he could let go of all 

he was, maybe someone worth living would emerge.  

 

*** 
 

Everything’s different. Aidan stared out the taxi window at the city that used to 

feel as integral and familiar as one of his limbs. Exhausted from nearly three days of 

traveling across the planet, he welcomed in that familiar rush of energy that had 

sustained him for all those years. New York City was a miracle, even compared to the 

exotic sights of his recent travels.  

As the taxi rounded the corner of his block, he perched forward. Other than 

different names on a few of the businesses, his neighborhood was unchanged. Maybe 



the world had stayed exactly the same, but he had very little in common with the man 

who had fled New York more than two years prior. 

The doorman’s eyes widened as Aidan stepped out of the taxi. 

“Mr. Connelly! You’re back!” 

“I sure am, Edgar.”  

The uniformed man took the largest of Aidan’s bags. “Welcome home, sir. 

You’ve been missed. I’m glad to see you looking so well.” 

Aidan ran a hand over his full beard. “That’s kind of you to say. How’s 

everything with you?” 

“Can’t complain, sir. Can’t complain. Added two more grandkids to the stable. 

We nearly have a baseball team now.” 

Aidan patted the older man on the back as the elevator opened. 

“Congratulations, Edgar. That’s wonderful news.” 

“Your place has been well taken care of. I hope you agree.” 

A sense of relief greeted Aidan as the elevator doors opened to his loft. During 

more than one dark moment, he’d imagined it had been looted and vandalized. Maybe 

the maintenance company he’d hired had stopped coming, and it would be a maze of 

cobwebs and dustballs. Or they had stolen every tangible piece of his life. Most of the 

time he didn’t care. 

But at that moment, seeing his familiar belongings made him swallow against the 

push of an emotion he couldn’t quite name. Sadness had been his companion for so 

long. But this sensation was different, harkening back to a time so long before it might 

have only existed in his imagination. He was happy to be home. 

The spacious emptiness felt like a glorious reprieve from the constant 

bombardment of people and activity that had accompanied him from place to place. 

Bangkok was crowded. Bali was chaotic. India was madness. But they were exactly 

what he needed, pummeling him into submission and breaking him of the fever that 

had taken over his mind. He breathed peacefully now, slept well, and lost the repulsion 

at being in his own skin. 

Aidan walked through his home, checking each of the rooms. Edgar was right. It 



was pristine. Almost certainly cleaner than the day he left. Other than the boxes that 

filled the far corner of the living space, everything was exactly as he had left it. 

He had taken a risk, shipping back all the art and decorative pieces he’d bought 

throughout Asia, but all the boxes appeared to be intact. Aidan ran his hand over the 

edge of the largest one, nearly as tall as him and three times as wide. Unpacking would 

have to wait. Maybe for a while. He wasn’t sure he’d be staying. 

This city held too much history, too much evidence of his mistakes, too many 

reminders of how far he’d strayed. He loved New York, but didn’t know if he could be 

the man he wanted to be in this environment. Maybe he’d leave the city, head out west, 

re-create himself.  

After a call to his parents, Aidan dialed his best friend. “Hey, Tommy. I’m 

back.” 

“Finally! How are you feeling?” 

“Really good. Bleary, but happy. I’m sure I’m going to crash in a few hours, but 

for now, I’m loving all the buzz of New York. My place looks perfect, too. Like I never 

left.” 

“Well, we definitely felt your absence. I’m going to be in the city tomorrow 

morning. I’ll drop by and we can hang. I want to hear everything.” 

“Sounds good, man. Can’t wait to see you.” 

The line remained silent for long enough that Aidan checked to see if the call 

had dis-connected.  

Tommy cleared his throat. “I’m so glad you’re home, Aidan. I was scared you’d 

never want to come back. After everything.” 

“Can’t say I didn’t think about it. But I’m here.” 

“See you tomorrow.” 

Telling his best friend that he was thinking about leaving again, this time 

permanently, was going to be a hard conversation. At least he felt clear enough to make 

a decision. But there was no rush. First he’d have to re-acclimate to civilization. 

 

Aidan cleared the steam from the mirror after a luxuriously long shower. He 



hadn’t missed much of his previous lifestyle, but a shower hadn’t felt that good in a long 

time. He picked up the tube of shaving gel, ready to eliminate the evidence of his 

transformation, and paused. Sure, he looked like someone who’d been living on a beach 

for a few years. But this was him, now. No pretense, no show, no being what he was 

supposed to be. He put the tube down and walked out of the bathroom. Civilization 

could wait another day. 

His fatigue grew harder to ignore after getting dressed. He needed to stay awake 

for a few more hours to begin adjusting to the new time zone. A long walk was the 

perfect option, not only for his body, but for the thoughts tumbling around his head. 

Lots of decisions had to be made. Would he try to work? Going back into the financial 

industry was out of the question, but he was hardly qualified to do anything else. 

Thankfully, money wasn’t going to be an issue for a very long time. Maybe never. But 

being idle for too long was asking for trouble.  

He stopped in the lobby to slip a hundred dollar bill into Edgar’s hand. That guy 

was a high quality human being - honest, caring, hard-working without being obsessed 

about money. Aidan needed more people like that in his life.  

He walked out into the sunny day, grateful for the late summer breeze. There were 

times the stifling heat and humidity of the tropics had felt like a well-deserved 

punishment. He had run away to paradise, but a little bit of hell had followed alongside. 

Heading uptown to Central Park with a smile on his face, Aidan was certain of his 

redemption.	


