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Chapter 1




The room was warm. Too warm. The molded plastic stacking chairs had grown profoundly uncomfortable. On the buffet at the far wall, the picked-over remains of the manna samples, tiny cubes stuck through with toothpicks, were going dry around the edges. The air smelled worn out and used up, stale and slightly ionized, as if the convention center was pumping pure oxygen into the ventilation system in an attempt to keep the Canaan Products, Inc. hopefuls from drooling onto their laminated all-day seminar passes, then keeling over and toppling out of their seats.

Nelson Oliver filled in all the letter-O’s on his glossy Canaan Products brochure, then moved on to the spaces in the a’s and e’s. He was so far beyond bored he was practically in an altered state of consciousness.

The guy on his left with the name tag that read Randy in large, assertive letters, the guy who took up way more space than he needed, was actually asleep—really, deeply asleep. Even asleep, he managed to elbow into Nelson’s comfort zone. A couple of hours ago he’d started to nod, jerking his head back up each time it drooped, and forcing his eyes open wide. And then there was lunch—a working lunch, standing at the buffet, trying to look as if it wasn’t tempting to casually spit some of the stranger new flavors into a napkin. Once they were through cramming themselves full of manna samples, a weird hodgepodge of sweet and savory they could potentially have the responsibility of tweaking, packaging and selling for the company’s next big rollout, Randy finally gave in and let his full stomach usher his brain past alpha waves, and deep into a full-on theta sleep.

Marianne, as proclaimed by her quickly scrawled name tag—the cute redhead on Nelson’s right—was not bored. She was doing her own thing, texting so fast, he could hardly see her thumbs move. The job fair literature had clearly stated that PDAs and Smartphones weren’t welcome. Nelson wished he hadn’t let the literature convince him to leave his Droid at home. The presenter was counting down the history of manna at a level even a child could understand—explaining manna to Nelson: a manna specialist.

Nelson glanced around the room at the sea of strangers. Was anyone there capable of keeping their attention on the tedious presentation? Every one of them held an advanced degree, or the real-world equivalent. There were marketing gurus. Entrepreneurs. Even other scientists, like him. And all of them were scrabbling to be picked for the Canaan Products elite development and marketing team that was the buzz of the entire food industry. Regaling them with the history of manna—what next? A blow-by-blow demonstration of how to tie your own shoes?

“Can anyone here tell me,” said the slick Canaan Products guy on stage, “the ten top-selling manna flavors of all time?”

“Chocolate,” someone called out. 

“Chocolate. That’s number three.” He strode back to his box of tricks from which he’d been pulling visual aids all morning, and found a plain envelope inside. From that, he drew a bill, though Nelson was too far away to see its denomination from where he was sitting. “You’ve earned yourself one hundred dollars.” He set the bill on the edge of the stage. A whisper ran through the audience, and suddenly the whole shuffling, shifting, half-asleep crowd was on high alert. The man who’d called out “chocolate” leapt up and marched to the stage to collect his prize.

“Okay,” said the presenter, “I’ll take another guess—but raise your hands now, don’t just blurt it out.” Hands shot up all around the room. “Second row, in the blue shirt.”

“Rice.”

“That’s right. Rice has been the top-selling flavor in Asian markets since its invention in 1961, and remains so to this day. Overall, rice comes in at number two.”

The other two job-seekers at Nelson’s table had their hands up. Marianne’s tush was up out of her seat as she jabbed her raised hand toward the acoustic drop-ceiling, hoping to be noticed over the crowd of mostly men, who towered over her. Of course, Nelson could name the top ten flavors (and who wouldn’t want a hundred bucks?) but the thought of being made to dance in his seat like a trained macaque was insulting enough to keep him from raising his hand. Instead, in the spaces between the words, in the margins and the paragraph breaks of the brochure, he began to draw.

A cacao pod with its plump ridges. Tiny oblong grains of rice. A wedge shape that represented cheese. A hairy circle with three eyes—coconut, another big seller in Asia and the Caribbean. A three-lobed, sawtoothed cilantro leaf to stand for verde, Latin America’s top flavor, a combination of herb essences, chili flavors and a hint of tomatillo, a flavor combo that gained popularity fast because its flavor complimented manna’s naturally greenish hue. A similar elliptic leaf for mint. Nelson didn’t much care for it, but it sold well in warmer climates. Mushroom…those were easy enough to draw. Green onion, not so much. What else? Ah. Feet, wings, beak, wattle….

“Chicken,” a man announced. The audience groaned. Nelson glanced up—the guesser was a generation older than him, somewhere around sixty. Not only would an American that age remember meat-flavored manna, he’d probably even eaten it himself. Not the manna, the real thing. Chicken bodies.

A disapproving murmur went through the crowd. A college-aged kid two tables over mimed gagging himself.

Nelson finished the chicken drawing with a dot to represent its eye.

The speaker drew out a crisp hundred with a flourish. “That’s absolutely correct. Although only a few small specialty factories produce it today, chicken was the undisputed market leader worldwide from 1963 to 1972.”

And then there was one—a single remaining flavor the crowd hadn’t yet named. Nelson considered the best way to draw it a moment longer than he had the others, because this was a more conceptual idea. He smiled to himself; he always enjoyed a good challenge.

Around him, the audience attempted to guess what the single most popular flavor of manna could be. Was it honey? Bread? Green apple? Legume? Yes, those flavors were all fairly common, but none were so ubiquitous as to be at the very top of the list.

Nelson pondered his drawing as more people guessed: tamarind, barley, snap pea, almond. Ridiculous. The answer was so simple, and there they were, reaching farther and farther away from it. He considered and dismissed a number of visual representations, and finally decided to keep it simple, himself.

He drew an empty box.

To his left, the man named Randy, who’d been asleep only ten minutes before, surged up out of his seat. “Yes?” the presenter said, pointing. “You want to give it a shot?”

Randy squared his shoulders, looked around the room in triumph, and said, “Plain.”

A collective groan surged through the crowd. The presenter beamed. “That’s right—plain. Think of all those billions of government-fed mouths: India. Russia. Indonesia. Bangladesh. The whole of sub-Saharan Africa. Beggars can’t be choosers, and the majority of the manna they get is good, old-fashioned, inexpensive, minimally processed plain.”

“He copied off you.”

Nelson found Marianne staring down at his doodle-covered brochure. “Copied?”

“Plain.” She jabbed her finger at the empty square. “It took him a second to figure out what that symbol meant, but now look at him.” At the edge of the stage, Randy didn’t pick up the 100-dollar bill from the stage floor like everyone else; he took it right from the slick presenter, who shook his hand and gave him a big smile. “Acting like it was all his idea. Like he’s so smart.”

“Thanks for the concern, I guess, but it’s not that big a deal.”

“Not that big a deal? Look at him, all smug, and he didn’t even think of it himself.”

Nelson gave a half-shrug. “Welcome to the world of manna.” A hundred bucks would have allowed him to seriously upgrade his pre-work coffee that month, from the daily grind to one of those fancy things with whipped manna and flavored syrup on top—but he’d be damned if he would make a huge spectacle of himself to earn it. If he needed the cash that badly, he could pick up a few extra shifts at his crappy dayjob—which was just as boring as the seminar, though thankfully, not nearly as insulting.

Although, Nelson realized, if he looked at the bigger picture, the Canaan Products bigwigs were probably paying more attention to the applicants who walked up to that stage, and not the ones who stayed back in their seats doodling the answers on the promotional material. Seminars like that weren’t for potential employees to learn about the company; they were for the company to put a bunch of poor schmucks like Nelson through their paces like a bunch of manna-bloated lab rats.

What use was it? He’d never be able to do the corporate act, not even for the few seminars and interviews it would take him to get his foot in the door. He spotted an exit behind the coffee cart. Too far. In the divider that split the conference room from the adjacent room—yes, another one there. That door wouldn’t lead directly out, but even so, it was tempting to go sit in the adjoining empty conference hall, alone in the quiet and the dark, until the Canaan Products recruiters and all the desperate hopefuls fawning over them packed up and went home. Nelson eyed the doors, but he stayed where he was. If he ever wanted to quit clerking at the video store and put his degree to work again, he’d probably need to act like one of those dancing apes—at least for the duration of a seminar. 

He shook his head in disgust.

Marianne must have thought he was disgusted about Randy stealing his answer, not his own inability to fake corporate dronedom for a single day—and she seemed determined to be upset in his honor. She rose from her chair. “I’m going to tell the event coordinator. I see her right over there, refilling the carafes.”

“Seriously. Don’t—”

“And now for our next teambuilding exercise. It’s time to open up the green envelope from your welcome packet.”

Please, Nelson thought. Just shoot me.

When the presenter spoke, Marianne sat back down, clucking her tongue in annoyance as she dug through her welcome packet for the correct envelope.

Nelson checked his watch. Two more hours to go, and then…how long until he’d be notified that of the picks for Canaan Products’ new dream team, he ranked somewhere around fifty out of fifty? Coming to the open call had been a stupid idea. Nelson wasn’t a people-person, a showman. And that’s what you needed to be to look like a winner in a sea of interchangeable faces.

“Inside you’ll find a puzzle piece.”

So stupid. Unbelievably stupid. Who thinks of these exercises? If he could ever get over his loathing of the whole corporate culture, there might be money to be made in thinking up some better games. Not that Nelson thought he could ever get beyond that initial stumbling block.

“Your piece represents one of the top flavors of manna—except plain, of course…because we had a little trouble finding a symbol for plain.” The crowd laughed, all except Marianne, who glanced down at the empty square on Nelson’s brochure, then gave him a pointed look.

On Nelson’s other side, Randy sat down and began to dig for his green envelope, still grinning about his big score. Nelson tipped a puzzle piece into his palm. Green leaf, serrated edge. Mint.

“Be the first to find someone whose puzzle piece fits yours, and you’ll each take home one of these.” The announcer held up a box covered in plain paper. It looked about the size of Canaan Products’ Exotic Spices line—a spectacular flop. Thirty dollar value when it first came out, but now that it was in every clearance aisle, you could score it for under twelve. “Ready? Set?”

Nelson rolled his eyes—and then noticed that Marianne was holding her puzzle piece so he could see if it fit his. She had half a piece of cheese on hers. He shook his head slightly, and she scowled.

“Go!”

Marianne and Randy were off like rockets. Nelson sat for a moment and wondered if he should just put himself out of his misery and go back home, sneak out the way he’d come in now that everyone was milling around, but he figured he’d already wasted six hours of his life in the futile endeavor, so what difference was a couple more? He stood, turned, and managed to collide with one of the jigsaw-clutching hopefuls yearning to find the other half of their souls. Honestly, were they so eager to dance for the monkey-masters they didn’t even look where they were going? 

Nelson turned to glare at the guy who’d jostled him…and stopped dead in his tracks. The guy couldn’t have been looking where he was going, because on that side, he had an eye patch—and not a disposable-looking “I’m recovering from a speck of dirt in my eye” eye patch. A very permanent black eye patch. With a scar that extended out from below it, down his cheek, all the way to the corner of his mouth. Less than a second ticked by as Nelson took it all in, but he dropped his gaze fast, like he’d been caught staring, to the other Canaan Products hopeful’s name tag. 

Javier.


Chapter 2




“Sorry,” Nelson said, and it was torture to keep his eyes averted, because what he really wanted to do was get a good, hard look at this Javier. The rest of his face—if you could even see beyond the patch—was graceful and beautifully proportioned, in a swarthy, exotic, Latin way. He was slim, even a bit on the pretty side, with thick, black hair that fell over his collar, hair too long for a corporate drone. But the eye patch, the scar…Nelson might spare a second look at an attractive guy, but it was Javier’s flaws that made Nelson want to linger. “So…what’s your puzzle piece?”

“Chili,” Javier replied cautiously. “I guess it’s supposed to be verde.”

Definitely Latino. The way he pronounced verde sounded hot enough for phone sex. The cloud of ennui Nelson had been struggling under? It lifted and dispersed as he mindmapped twenty ways to score Javier’s phone number. “I think I’ve got cilantro,” Nelson said as he eased up closer and tried to read Javier’s body language to see if his appetites leaned the same way Nelson’s did. It looked like they might.

Javier held up his puzzle piece. Nelson could tell it didn’t fit with his, even from the small glimpse he’d given his own piece, but trying to force them together would give him a reason to keep talking.

He placed his puzzle piece against Javier’s and poked the tab on his into the other piece’s blank. The tab curved up, but the blank was round. They clearly didn’t fit. Javier reached up and steadied Nelson’s hand, rather than taking the piece from him, and tried to fit the obviously dissimilar parts together again. Pleasure zinged down Nelson’s arm. Definitely queer. “I don’t think that’s cilantro,” Javier said. He even made the word cilantro sound sexy.

“You sure?” Nelson eased closer—enough to make it clear he was flirting, without sounding too sleazy—and said, “Try again.”

Javier smiled. It was a subtle smile, and hard to read on him, because the scarred corner of his mouth curled up a bit from the tautness of the scar tissue there. “You need to find someone with mint,” his gaze dropped to the adhesive-backed nametag, “Nelson.”

“So, you’re a marketing guy? Design, maybe?”

“And you say that because….”

He had to be a creative. Not just because of the eye patch, or the fact that he was one of the few minorities there. Because he looked like he should be scaling a volcano or white-water rafting down the Amazon? Nelson couldn’t say that. It alluded to the scar, and even he wasn’t uncensored enough to bring up something like that within the first thirty seconds of meeting someone. “You haven’t given me the secret food science handshake.”

Javier’s subtle smile crept wider. His teeth were brilliantly white against his dark skin. “Copywriter.”

“I knew it….”

A burst of shrieks startled Nelson out of his seduction trajectory. “Cheese! Cheese! We have the cheese!” Across the room, Marianne jumped up and down like she’d just won the lottery. She waved her piece in the air, and hauled the arm of the accountant-looking guy beside her up and down along with it. He placidly accepted that it would be easier to resist a force of nature.

The glitzy presenter strode to the edge of the stage with the mystery boxes. “Whoever said the cheese stands alone? Not today.”

Shit. Couldn’t Marianne have waited another few seconds to start screaming about her cheese? Nelson went into overdrive on his phone number acquisition attempt. “And here’s the part,” he said, “where they tell you to get the contact information of whoever you’re talking to.” 

Not particularly smooth, but it promised a better outcome than hoping he’d run into Javier at the subway station afterward, or tearing the puzzle piece out of Marianne’s hand, calling her a liar, and insisting the exercise carry on until he could find a better way to get Javier’s number. He pulled a business card from his pocket and held it out to Javier expectantly. Javier looked at the card like he didn’t buy that it was part of the exercise, but was deciding whether or not to humor Nelson anyway, when the presenter said, “All right. Everyone back in your seats. I’ll call out the names of the flavors and we’ll split you into teams….”

Javier looked from the card to Nelson’s eyes, and made a micro-movement as if he was about to turn away. Nelson stuffed his card into the pocket of Javier’s sportcoat. “No way I’m going to get picked out of this crowd for a real interview—but if you hear of anyplace else that’s hiring lab guys, let me know.”

“Okay…sure.” Javier turned and made his way back to his seat without giving Nelson a card in return. Nelson sighed and went back to his table. He hadn’t ranged even five feet from his starting point.

Marianne plunked down next to him and peeled back the corner of the paper that covered her big prize. She clucked her tongue in disgust, and whispered, “Exotic Spices? Ew. They all taste like funk.”

Nelson agreed. “Too much turmeric.”

She leaned in close. “So that jerk next to you gets a hundred bucks and I get this? That blows.”

“I’d tell you no one ever said life was fair, but then I’d have to put a dollar in my cliché jar.”

The presenter said, “We’re going to do sweet on one side of the room and savory on the other.” Another chance to bring the mysterious Javier around to his obvious charms? Nelson perked up for a moment, but then realized that he had sweet mint, and Javier had savory verde. No problem, he’d trade. Marianne would probably be willing to give up her cheese, although who knew if she’d need that game piece for a real reward later, since the Exotic Spices seemed perilously close to a booby prize.

“Along the right wall, I want the following: coconut, chocolate….”

Nelson turned toward Randy. “What do you have?”

Randy actually had to check his puzzle piece. What, he’d been looking at it for the past ten minutes and he still didn’t know? “Uh…a jalapeño pepper.”

Unbelievable. Nelson plucked it from his hand and shoved the mint piece in its place. “Here. Now you’re fresh and zippy. Go stand by the cute girl in the orange sweater.”

While Randy might have wanted to balk at being told what to do—especially by a long-haired homo misfit like Nelson—the girl in the orange sweater really was awfully cute. Nelson saw she had a wedding ring on, but Randy would probably be too busy staring at her rack to notice.

The savories all trooped to the other side of the room, where Nelson picked Javier out from two dozen other hopeful Canaan Products employees, and sidled up to his sighted side.

Javier’s eye went to Nelson’s hand, as if he could see through it to the puzzle piece. “Aren’t you on the wrong team? Or are you just a creative cook?”

“They say mint and lamb went well together—but, hey. They still eat termites in Ghana, so what do ‘they’ know?” Nelson held up his half of verde. “I’ve never really been much for mint.”

Javier looked amused. He didn’t seem like the type to be amused lightly, either, which only made Nelson want to try even harder. “Where’d you get the verde?” 

“Does it matter? We’re lucky we didn’t score that particular prize, trust me.”

The presenter dipped into his big box of tricks and pulled a bunch of clotheslines, a stack of index cards, and a wad of bandannas.

“It’s time for a little game of ‘Make that Shape.’ Five people from each side will lead the team by giving directions, and the rest of you will need to form the ropes into the shapes the callers describe to you—blindfolded.”

“It just gets lamer and lamer,” Nelson whispered, but when he looked to see if he could elicit some agreement from Javier, instead of a complicit disdain, he detected something entirely else: dismay. Javier’s olive skin looked ashen, and his mouth was set in a stiff line.

Of course. Only a jackass would blindfold a one-eyed man in a room full of strangers. Even Nelson, who prided himself in being the poster boy for self-involvement, knew that much.

“So I’ll need the five team leaders from sweet and five from savory to step up and get the gear….”

“Go up there.” Nelson gave Javier a little shove toward the stage. Did he need to be more explicit about his reasoning, or would Javier take the ball and run with it? “You’d make a good team leader.”

Javier looked spooked, but either he intuited Nelson’s plan to keep him from being blindfolded, or he trusted enough in Nelson’s confidence that he was willing to lead the way for the savory side.

“That’s the same guy you were talking to during the ice breaker,” Marianne said.

“Really? Are you sure it wasn’t one of the other guys with eye patches?”

The sarcasm rolled off Marianne’s back. Tenacious girl. “Are you cruising him? You are, aren’t you?”

Nelson sighed. “It’s not like I’m deluded enough to think I’m going to get a job out of this thing. I’ll settle for a phone number.”

“He kind of looks like a movie pirate, doesn’t he?”

He did. An especially hot movie pirate. All he needed was a puffy shirt. Nelson warmed toward Marianne a bit, though he kept his expression neutral, as he didn’t care to show anyone the chinks in his armor on such short acquaintance.

“I guess you can’t actually say that,” she went on. “It would be like telling an amputee that their prosthetic turned you on.”

“Do you mind? My subconscious already has plenty of awkward things to blurt out. It doesn’t need any more ideas from you.” 

Javier returned with a clothesline, plus four bandannas, which he passed out to Javier, Marianne, an a couple of other white guys in ties. It felt awkward to take the bandanna. Nelson suspected he’d blown his chance at a date by acknowledging the eye, even in such a roundabout way—though if he’d let events unfold without saying anything, it probably would have ended in Javier bailing on the conference right there and then, or even worse, suffering some kind of mortifying post-traumatic panic attack. So any way he looked at it, Nelson figured the date was an unlikely outcome.

What a shame. Javier was profoundly hot…though unlike most men who dug men, he seemed strangely resistant to Nelson’s charms. But, Nelson supposed, if he really felt like scratching that itch, it wasn’t as if he’d have trouble hooking up with someone else. There were always more fish in the sea.

And now he owed another dollar to his cliché jar.

He tied the bandanna over his eyes, and reassured himself that every minute of the conference he endured put him a minute closer to getting home and seeing how quickly he could find some pirate porn online. Unless a miracle happened, and Javier gave in and surrendered his phone number. Nelson wasn’t going to discount that possibility until he went home empty-handed. 

“Team leaders, unwrap your clotheslines. Team players, check each other’s blindfolds and make sure they’re on good and tight. Anyone whose blindfold slips will be disqualified.”

A hand groped up Nelson’s arm, then felt its way up to the bandanna. He felt a body press close to his, and smelled shampoo and a hint of perfume—lady stuff. Marianne gave his knot a rudimentary check, then spoke in his ear. “That was nice, what you did with the blindfolds.”

Very observant. Plus, she’d won one of the stupid prizes. She’d probably get a callback. Nelson shrugged the arm she was holding onto.

“All set?” The blindfold cutting off Nelson’s vision made the announcer seem twice as loud. “Okay. Team leaders, take card number one, and look at the shape. Be the first to get your team to create that shape by arranging the rope without naming it, and you’ll all win—”

The pause went on longer than Nelson would have expected. Maybe he was showing the prize to the team leaders. Hopefully it wasn’t more of that Exotic Spices crap. The sound of people standing around quietly was louder with the blindfolds on, too. Nelson could hear the rustle of their clothes as they shifted, and a few indistinct whispers.

“Something’s wrong,” Javier murmured. He pulled off Nelson’s blindfold.

Something really was wrong. After a moment of disorientation, Nelson realized the room had gone dark. “It’s just some gimmick to test our problem-solving skills.” He could picture the doors he’d scoped out earlier. He and Javier were only a few yards away from the door in the divider wall. His patience had been teetering on the tipping point, and this latest insult, plunging them all into darkness just to see how they’d react, was the last straw.

His eyes adjusted grudgingly to the glow of a Canaan Products laptop a few yards away. People shuffled, disturbed by the long, awkward pause, though most of them had left their blindfolds in place. The event coordinator was at the edge of the stage, whispering to the presenter. Maybe the darkness hadn’t been planned, after all.

Javier moved through the crowd, sinuous and stealthy, without alerting the rest of the job seekers that something was wrong. He was at the laptop before anyone else even thought to remove a blindfold.

Marianne tugged Nelson’s sleeve. “What’s going on?” 

He bent and spoke low in her ear. “Power failure, or some screwup like that. Take that thing off.” He pulled off her blindfold but kept his eye on Javier even as he spoke, thinking that if there were a downed power line, a rolling blackout or most any sort of electrical issue, the laptop would be useless. Yes, it had battery power. But the building’s wireless network wouldn’t.

A moment later, Javier realized as much. He gave up on the laptop and headed back toward Nelson, threading through the blindfolded crowd just as silently on his return trip. “You think it’s something bad?” Nelson asked. He could think of a dozen flavors of “bad,” including a bomb, a pandemic outbreak and a biological terrorist attack. Not that any of those things was likely, just that he was in the habit of looking at problems from every possible angle.

“I don’t know.” Even with one eye hidden, Javier’s expression said otherwise. “But we should play it safe.” He turned toward the main entrance.

“Not that way.” Nelson looped one arm through Javier’s, and took Marianne by the shoulder with his other hand. “That’s a bottleneck just waiting to happen.”

They were groping for the latch of the divider door when the first gunshots sounded.


Chapter 3




It might have been something other than gunshots—for instance, maybe a car was backfiring. Even Nelson, who normally couldn’t resist exploring every possibility, no matter how far-fetched, didn’t bother coming up with more examples of what else those bangs could possibly have been. Three sharp pops—crack, crack, crack—followed by a single, thin, faintly audible wail. 

Whatever just went down…it was ugly.

The conference room crowd hadn’t quite figured out how to react. There was shuffling, followed by some indrawn breaths and a few disconcerted murmurs. Nelson let go of Javier’s elbow, grabbed the room divider latch, and pulled. Though it was locked, adrenaline gave him the strength to pull harder than the cheap mechanism cared to resist, and with a tiny, metallic pop, the divider door opened.

Since he still had Marianne by his other hand, he swung her around and propelled her through the door first. Then Javier—he wasn’t going to let that one get away over something as petty as a shooting spree. As he took his first step through the flimsy threshold himself, panic finally erupted in the conference room, and suddenly the crowd turned from a group of civilized men and women in button-up shirts, wool suits and sensible shoes into a troop of savage baboons.

Shoving ensued, and a few punches landed before everyone had even figured out they should probably take off their blindfolds—although given the lack of light, even ditching the blindfolds didn’t help their disorientation. Someone toppled into Nelson, slamming him into the doorframe so hard it knocked the breath out of him and caused the fake wall to flex.

A hand clamped on his shoulder and spun him around, away from the door. Nelson found himself face to face with Randy, whose blindfold was up around his forehead as if he thought he was the Karate Kid. Relief washed over Randy’s face as he recognized Nelson by the distant glow of the nearest laptop. “Hey, bro, was that a gun?” 

Nelson tried to pull away, but Randy’s sympathetic nervous system was just as primed as his, and Randy clung so hard he split the shoulder seam of Nelson’s dress shirt. Nelson loathed that shirt and everything it stood for, which was probably why, in a burst of unexpected compassion, he said, “C’mon, we gotta get out of here.” It was tempting to add, “Bro,” though he could tell the sarcasm would be lost amidst all the noise. 

The acoustical fabric of the divider wall didn’t totally muffle the sound of the growing panic, but it dulled all the sharp edges, and blended the chorus of frightened voices into a foreboding hum. The adjacent room was dark and vast, and it smelled like stale vacuum cleaner bags. Marianne’s cell phone was a beacon. It threw its small blue light over her frightened features, and illuminated the closest tables and chairs they were likely to trip over. “Nelson!” she cried. “Hurry!”

Nelson dodged a laminated table and a stack of molded chairs, and followed. Randy, firmly attached to his arm, was right on his heels.

Up ahead, Javier wove through the tables in the near-dark like a shadow, heading for the opposite side of the room. Nelson caught up with him at yet another acoustical wall, and shook Randy from his arm so he could help find the door. His hand brushed Javier’s—and for the first time that day…heck, maybe that year…he felt well and truly alive.

Marianne held her cell phone high, casting as much light as she could with the tiny screen. “Here,” Randy called. Maybe he wasn’t quite as useless as Nelson had thought. Or maybe he was just having a lucky day.

No, he did usher Marianne through before he cut off Nelson. Chivalry was not dead. Nelson took a cue from Randy and hustled Javier out the door before he went himself. He didn’t really get to touch Javier—not like when their hands had brushed. But his senses were so heightened that even the texture of Javier’s jacket was as good as an aphrodisiac.

One more empty conference hall, this one with all the tables clustered toward one end, in a mound that looked freakish and ominous by the light of Marianne’s phone. Everyone broke into a sprint and began groping at the far wall, searching for the exit, when the lights flickered on, burned low and brown for a few seconds, and went out again.

“There.” Javier groped for Nelson now, turning him toward the wall behind the tables. “The door was there.”

Nelson seized the opportunity to lock arms with Javier again and drag him toward the sea of tables so they could navigate it together. The tables were round, more suited for a banquet than a conference, and the faux woodgrain laminate tabletops were so dark they were nearly invisible, save for a thin crescent of reflectiveness at the edge of each one, a small gleam that winked in and out as Marianne began to make her way through the maze of plastic and metal.

A loud thud sounded to Nelson’s right. “Fuck!” Randy gasped. “Right in the nuts.”

It was dark, so Nelson allowed himself to smile. Although he might have done the same by the cold light of day.

Marianne reached the door first and pulled it open. A rectangle of muted light framed her. The door had been in a real wall, which led to a real hall with real windows. The city beyond the windows was gray…grayer than usual, with sleet pelting down to slant between the corridors of the skyscrapers.

They staggered out into the hall, blinking against the dim light. The sound of the rest of the conference carried from down the long hall, three room-divisions wide, and around the corner. Crashes. Shouting. Screaming. The sound of fear—all of it muted by yards and yards of acoustical fake walls.

“The stairs,” Marianne gasped. Good thinking. The elevators would all be stuck.

Marianne took the lead and pulled Javier along behind her. Nelson hung on to Javier and Randy clung to Nelson, and together they all pounded down the dark stairwell, six turns in all, until they came at last to a fire door, burst through it, and spilled into a shipping dock that led to Astor, where several leaky, reeking dumpsters waited for the garbage trucks to haul away their contents.

“Go,” Javier said, propelling Marianne forward, and Nelson and Randy strung along behind them. The roar of a crowd, punctuated by sirens and screams, and the electronic hollowness of the voices of authority projected over loudspeakers, swelled as they spilled onto Ninth and Astor at the edge of the mob.

A police van pulled up beside them and a dozen of New York’s Finest—in full riot gear—poured out. The cops ran past in tight formation, shields high. Nelson paused to look; he’d never seen a riot before. But he wasn’t interested enough to let go of Javier, who dragged him away from the deteriorating situation, and he in turn towed Randy along to bring up the rear.

They ducked beneath the green-striped awning of the declining Harlan Hotel on Lafayette, each of them flattening against the wall to allow whoever was involved on the periphery of the mob to stream by. More cops, more screaming rioters. One man with a car stereo, wires dangling, clasped to his chest. A woman in a gray skirt suit, bleeding from a cut on her eyebrow. A homeless man wearing bread bags for shoes, leading a smallish mongrel that wouldn’t stop barking on a frayed clothesline.

“It finally happened,” Randy said. Nelson was busy inching his grip down Javier’s arm with the ultimate goal of officially achieving a hand-clasp, so he didn’t pay much attention.

Marianne, however, seemed unable to ignore Randy—and she acted like she was still angry with him over the “plain manna” incident, as well. “What happened?” she snapped.

“Cotton. Cotton futures were supposed to go through the roof today.”

“Oh, you’re into the stock market.” Marianne rolled her eyes. “Figures.”

“Well…yeah. I’m a money guy.”

“Aren’t you all,” Marianne said.

Nelson’s fingertips slid onto Javier’s palm as he murmured, “Not really.”

Javier turned his head farther than most people would, since Nelson was standing on his blind side, and whispered, “You’re shameless.”

“Yep.”

“This is serious.”

“I know.”

Javier pulled his hand away and gestured toward the street, where a man on a bicycle had been trying to escape the crowd, and a dozen hands shot up from the masses and clawed him from his seat. “Look.”

Nelson looked, briefly, then zeroed in on Javier’s face again. “That’s messed up.” It made no sense for the crowd to detain the guy on the bike. They probably wanted it for themselves, so they could escape the chaos. A tire rolled out from the churning mass of desperate people. Now, no one had a bike. “So what do we do? Go inside, sit at the bar?”

“You can’t possibly be that desperate for a date.”

Nelson stifled a smirk. “Actually, I was thinking the four of us should get off the street before a twitchy cop with a billy club knocks our heads in.”

“Clothing prices are gonna go through the roof.” Randy spoke louder as if to make sure Marianne was listening to him, rather than Nelson and Javier. Or maybe because he was trying so hard to cover how nervous he was. “You wait and see. Pretty soon no one will be able to afford new clothes but the ultra-rich. It’ll be like World War II where women painted a seam down the backs of their legs because they couldn’t afford a pair of pantyhose.”

“That wasn’t because of the pricing,” Nelson said. “The armed forces needed the silk for parachutes.” Damn, the elusive hand-clasp was history. Javier had turned away from him and planted his hand against the side of the building to scan the milling crowd with his single eye.

“Right. There was a shortage.” That hadn’t been what Randy was implying, but in the face of Nelson’s better-reasoned argument, he’d course-corrected. “And that’s what’s going on now. All the old cotton farms are churning out alfalfa. It’s cheaper to grow, the government will always buy it, and it puts out a dozen crops a year.”

The way most non-scientists thought about the manna production process was grass goes in, manna comes out. It was refreshing to meet someone who actually knew something. Even if he was keeping Nelson from getting in a certain someone’s pants. “You’ll only get that many harvests in Arizona,” Nelson pointed out, since he couldn’t resist a good debate—even when he was trying to cop a hand-hold during a riot.

“Whatever—and so what’ll happen is, clothes will get tighter, more revealing.” Randy’s eyes raked down Marianne. “Less fabric to go around. I give it a year before we’re all walking around in skin-tight bodysuits.”

In his dreams. The fiber content of fabrics might shift to emphasize cheaper man-mades—Nelson could name two dozen that had been invented since the Stars and Stripes were raised over Iwo Jima—but it would never again come down to rationing. Not in the richest country in the world, where even the folks below poverty level all owned cell phones. And in another place, another time, he would have bought that asshole Randy a beer and argued the implications and ramifications for hours…but pseudo-smart guys who liked to argue for the sake of hearing their own voices could be found in any corner gin mill. Javier, on the other hand, seemed precariously close to making his escape. And Nelson still hadn’t scored his phone number.

Given the eruption of bloody bicycle parts from the churning riot, Nelson figured the time for subtlety was long past. He grabbed Javier’s hand firmly and wove their fingers together. “You don’t want to hit the bar—that’s fine. But the tide’s coming in, so we’d better decide which way we’re gonna swim.”


Chapter 4




“Keep an eye on Eighth Street.” Javier said. He dragged Nelson into position to watch the intersection, while Nelson pondered what he would ever do if he accidentally told Javier to “keep an eye” on anything. The potential for awkwardness just kept building. “Watch for a yellow truck.”

“Like a pickup truck? A dump truck? Or what?”

“A truck with a red bandanna tied to the door. That’s all I know.”

The sound of breaking glass sparkled over the top of the crowd’s roar. Nelson scanned the street once, twice, and back again—and only on the third pass did he notice the red bandanna. “There. It’s a moving truck.”

As he pointed—wondering if he should adjust for Javier’s monocular vision—a bulky item lobbed from the crowd hit the wall beside Marianne’s head. Chunks of plastic flew in several directions, and a shard of the brick façade sloughed off. A piece of upholstery with straps attached came to rest at Nelson’s feet: an infant car seat. The crowd was suddenly way too close. “Come on,” Javier urged. “Let’s go.”

The crowd edged nearer still, and more people broke away—people who’d been normal people once, people in suits, people in office casual, people in uniforms—but the gunshots, the riot, whatever had happened caused them to change. Now they were dirty, bloody, desperate and confused.

Nelson led the way this time, tugging Marianne along behind him. It was like dodging the plastic laminate tables in the dark conference room—except these obstacles were moving, and they had trampling feet and flailing fists—and some of those fists held sticks and pipes and anything else they could clutch that might crack someone’s skull. One of those fists held a knife.

He crouched and scuttled toward the truck faster, now dragging Marianne so hard she staggered and lost her footing, regained it, and pumped her legs with all her might to keep up.

And Javier? Nelson spared a glance over his shoulder. He spotted Randy first, in his tailored blue shirt and conservative tie, punching a guy wearing construction coveralls in the face. He bent and helped Javier to his feet—Javier was getting trampled?—and the two of them forged on toward the truck.

“Nelson!”

Nelson spun back toward Marianne. Some guy in a suit with wild eyes and blood around his mouth was hauling at her hair. A kung fu move Nelson had learned from his twelve-year-old sparring partner took over, and the heel of his hand connected with the crazy guy’s chin. The snap sounded louder than the gunshots. It did its job, too—the guy let go of Marianne’s hair to clamp both hands over his bloodied mouth, howling.

As Nelson pulled away, he began to shake. He’d never actually hit anyone before. Not like that. Not for real.

Finally, finally they made it to the truck, Marianne with a broken heeled shoe and a torn earlobe missing its earring, Nelson with a sleeve of his polyester-blend dress shirt torn mostly off at the shoulder, and his khaki pants splattered with blood. Someone else’s blood. Hopefully.

He dragged Marianne up to the driver’s side and pounded on the tinted window. It rolled down. An angular guy in his twenties with dark hair and a couple weeks of ragged stubble was at the wheel. He looked at Nelson hard, sinews cording in his neck as he swallowed, waiting to hear what Nelson had to say for himself. “Red bandanna,” Nelson gasped—he hadn’t realized he was out of breath. And he hadn’t realized his hand was throbbing.

“Javier?”

Nelson turned to make sure Javier was still there, and spotted his black hair and black eye patch among the crowd.

The guy clarified: “Are you Javier?”

“Me? No, I…” shit, was the guy going to bolt if Nelson admitted he wasn’t? The whole yellow truck / red bandanna scheme suddenly seemed way too convoluted. “He’s coming. He’s right there.”

This time it was Randy who almost went down, tripping over God-knows-what, maybe even a trampled body. Javier yanked him up.

“Which one?” demanded the driver.

“The, ah…Hispanic—”

“The guy with the eye patch,” Marianne shrieked. At least, Nelson thought, he hadn’t been the one to say it.

The driver frantically gestured to Nelson to come around the passenger side, and leaned across to unlock the door. “Get in, get in.”

“Go,” Nelson snapped. He shoved Marianne toward the door, and jogged back into the crowd to wrestle Javier (and, he supposed, Randy) from the pandemonium. He grabbed Javier by the arm and hauled him out of the crowd that was trying to suck him toward a silver compact coupe, where the crowd had swarmed the car like ants around a dropped hunk of coconut-flavored manna. They pounded the windshield with the flats of their hands, and beat the roof and the hood with their fists. When that didn’t result in whatever they’d been trying to achieve, they began rocking the car. 

A scream pierced the crowd, mostly muffled by the closed windows, but Nelson still heard it. A woman’s scream. 

The whump of helicopters sounded—overhead, or maybe the noise of the blades was being thrown through the corridor of the tall buildings—when finally Nelson pulled Javier from the throng, and Javier towed Randy out behind him. They sprinted toward the truck and climbed in, one after the other. Randy, who was last, collapsed in the passenger seat, breathing hard. Half his face was swollen and red, and would no doubt bruise green, purple and blue in a few hours. Javier and Nelson ducked into the space between the seats and crammed into the back of the truck, where Marianne had already squeezed herself among a bunch of cardboard boxes as if she was trying to be invisible.

The driver’s head appeared in the gap, sizing up his passengers. “Javier?” he said.

“Yes…you’re Tim, right?”

“Right.” Tim looked Javier up and down, panicky eyed, then looked Nelson up and down, too. “Who are you?” 

“Nelson Oliver.” As if that explained anything at all, but Nelson owed the guy his name, at least. Tim stared at him for a good, long second, then turned and threw the truck into gear.

Nelson looked out through the windshield and took in the sight of the crowd rocking the…no way, they’d overturned the silver coupe. Then he navigated through the boxes in the cargo hold and peeked out the tinted back window. “I’d back up and go the other way if I were you,” he shouted as the truck started to move. Tim checked his mirrors, stomped the brake, then did just that: he threw it in reverse. The truck thumped against something—or maybe something thumped against the truck—and Tim went a lot faster and a lot farther in reverse than any sane driver should have.

What had Tim hit? It sounded suspiciously like a person. Nelson’s stomach lurched, and he assured himself that it wasn’t necessarily a person. It could have been a trash can. Or an A-frame sign with daily specials on it. Or a…a…his brain didn’t seem to be working and he felt like he was going to puke. 

He pressed his cheek against the rear window and struggled to see if they were mowing anyone down in their hurry to save their own skins. There was a flash—gunfire? He didn’t know. He’d only seen gunfire on TV, and unlike most people, he knew better than to believe everything he saw on the idiot box. Another thump that sounded exactly like a person being hit by a truck, and Nelson saw a planter roll away, spraying soil and beer cans and stunted flowers and cigarette butts. Thank God.

Thank God.

More flashes—and it wasn’t gunfire, Nelson realized. It was his own fucking head. Pins and needles, that’s what he’d always called it, because it looked the way your foot feels when you’ve been sitting on it playing video games too long. White flashes. Sparkles. Shapes sometimes, shapes that you might give names to, in the way some people lie on their backs, stare up at the summer sky, and find animals and faces in the clouds.

Nelson’s pins and needles were far less benign than cloud shapes; they were the aura that heralded his worst migraines.

He turned away from the window and knuckled his eyes, even though he knew the visual disturbance had zero to do with his eyes and everything to do with his brain. He groped in his pockets to see if his magical dose of Peritriptan was still there. It was. While he hadn’t exactly been expecting a migraine, he’d been worried today might be the day the next big attack reared its ugly head. He’d been sleeping badly, and eating badly, and worrying about defaulting on his student loans. Add to that the stress of the Canaan Products seminar and the ridiculous office drone costume he was wearing….

“Hey.” He touched Javier on the shoulder. Javier was crouched beside Marianne’s hidey-hole, speaking to her in low, soothing tones. He turned to look up at Nelson. Such pretty cheekbones. Exquisite, even. Nelson didn’t suppose he usually thought of a man’s facial features as exquisite. It must have been the eye patch, or the scars it was hiding, that sent Nelson’s mind into a flurry of compare-and-contrast that made the beautifully-formed features that were still intact even more appealing by comparison.

“Well? What is it?”

Staring. Right. “Timing sucks, but I gotta take a pill.”

“Okay.” Javier said it cautiously, with undertones of and why are you telling me? shot through it.

“A migraine’s coming. A bad one. I’ll be totally useless, either with the pill or without it. Stupid thing costs about a month’s salary.” His current salary, anyway, as a movie rental clerk. “If I take it, I’ll be high as a kite for a couple of hours. If I don’t take it, I’ll be a basket case for a few days.”

“Then take it!”

Nelson pulled the precious, single pill from its wrapper and dry-swallowed it. “I might say things.”

“Okay.”

“It’s just the serotonin flooding my brain. It gets pretty trippy.”

“I understand.”

“I’ll probably mention that I think you’re totally hot and I’m dying to sleep with you.”

“Oh.” Javier almost smiled. “I hadn’t noticed.”

The truck braked again, suddenly, and they all lurched sideways. Marianne and Javier fell into boxes, but Nelson would have gone sprawling into the spaces between, if Javier hadn’t reached out and grabbed him. Gears shifted. Now the truck sprang forward, turning sharply, and Javier fell back into Marianne, Nelson forward onto Javier.

Way to jumpstart the serotonin-rush. Nelson’s chest was pressed into Javier’s, and all of them were frozen in place, bracing themselves on anything their hands and feet could shove against. “Do me a favor,” Nelson said over the ominous rattles, screeches, screams and thumps.

“What?”

“Just in case the worst-case-scenario happens while I’m out,” and he could think of at least fifty ways they’d all die before the Peritriptan wore off, “let me take one good memory with me.”

Javier hesitated. Nelson dreaded the refusal for just a moment before he resigned himself to it, and began to pull back. Javier was still holding onto him, though. Instead of letting him pull away, Javier dragged him forward and covered his mouth in a kiss.

A real kiss, hard and wet. Nelson felt his lips part in surprise, and Javier’s tongue slid into his mouth. The truck jostled, and their teeth clacked together. Their mingled saliva was metallic with adrenaline. Nelson clutched something—he couldn’t even tell what. Javier’s hip? His thigh? A wad of his sportcoat? It didn’t matter, nothing mattered but the kiss.

When it seemed to Nelson that he might be pressing his luck, that he should probably disengage even though it was the last thing in the world he wanted to do, Javier slid a hand around the back of his neck, gently cupping the ridge of his skull. The wiseguy façade Nelson kept so carefully in place slipped for a moment at the unexpected tenderness, and he moaned without meaning to. The sound was lost in the vibration of the truck bed, the panicked din of screaming people that carried through the metal walls, and the screech of the tires biting into pavement.

Javier might have felt the moan as a subtle vibration against his lips and tongue. Nelson supposed he would never know.


Chapter 5




Nelson Oliver. It was a good name, Tim decided. Like Nelson Mandela. And Oliver Twist. Nelson Oliver would be a good superhero name—although it would be the hero’s street name, the identity he used while he navigated the mundane world. His crime-fighting name would be something sleeker. Something that showed fierceness, but intelligence, too. Dark, but not evil. Something that hinted at power, without being too overt….

“I fink my toof is loose,” Randy moaned.

“Don’t wiggle it.”

“Oh fug. Definitely loose.”

Tim dodged a garbage can with smoke streaming out of it rolling down the middle of the street. How could a garbage can manage to roll and burn at the same time? “Stop messing around with it—leave it alone. If you were a dentist, would you have your office open right now? Because I wouldn’t. I’d be home. Or locked in the basement.”

Randy groaned in dismay.

Four people. Tim had expected to pick up one person outside the Canaan Products protest, and he’d ended up with four. He supposed he should be glad for the support, but he’d never been all that good with people.

Even people like Nelson Oliver. Especially people like that. Good-looking, effortlessly cool guys like Nelson Oliver made Tim nervous. And when he was nervous, he sounded like a creep. In an effort to seem less creepy, he supposed he should attempt to be nice to Javier’s friends. “So,” he said to Randy. “You’re an activist? What group?”

“Huh?”

Tim assumed Randy hadn’t heard him over all the crashing outside. And the screaming. He repeated, louder, “What group do you belong to?”

“I dunno what the fug you’re talking about.”

Javier came forward and crouched in the gap between the seats. “None. We just met at the conference.”

Javier didn’t know him? That could be dangerous. Randy might be just the type of extremist right pro-foodie who worked at Canaan Products and loved every minute of it. Or a nutjob from one of the extreme leftist groups who’d shown up outside to protest—with guns. Why were moderates who could think for themselves so hard to come by? “What about Nelson? He’s with you. Right?”

“No,” Javier said. “I don’t know anyone. But they helped me get out of the conference hall when the power blew.” Javier was there in Tim’s peripheral vision, trying to pull him into a conversation. But Tim had more urgent things to do—like staying on the road without hitting the car in front of him that kept jolting forward and braking fast. Or like running anyone over, because even though the truck was now well past the mob, scattered people were still throwing things—bricks, shoes, clods of broken asphalt—and darting into the street to chase each other. Plenty more were realizing that running while trying to carry big electronics got old, really fast. Javier suggested, “We should at least get them home safe.”

“This isn’t a limo service.”

“I am not attempting to find my way home in this,” Marianne shouted from the recesses of the truck behind Javier. “It’s not safe for a single girl. You can see it isn’t safe, can’t you?”

Tim spared a glance toward the back. Marianne was straining to see past Javier. Nelson must have been somewhere behind her. “Right. Yeah. We’ll all go back to my place and figure out what’s going on.” All was good, Tim decided, since all included Nelson Oliver.

“What the fug is going on?” Randy said. He turned on the radio. There was a weather report playing.

A weather report.

Tim did lock gazes with Javier, then. It was disconcerting with the eye patch—how was it that in the week they’d been chatting online, Javier had never thought to mention the eye patch? Still, the fact that someone else in that truck realized how screwed up everything had become…that was a great comfort. More of a relief than Tim would have ever anticipated. He nodded, once, then clenched his jaw and fixed his eyes on the road again.

The line of cars he was in slipped past a dark traffic signal, the fourth one they’d passed. Perpendicular traffic was stopped. Those drivers gesticulated wildly as they laid on their horns, but Tim couldn’t risk letting one in. If he let one in, others would follow right on their bumpers, and pretty soon he’d be the one stuck on Lafayette, and the drivers behind him would pour out of their cars and tear the truck apart.

When the line lurched to a stop that didn’t immediately begin sprinting forward again, Tim wondered if maybe someone had grown tired of waiting to cross, and had panicked and made a break for a too-small gap in traffic. But soon it started again, and Tim saw, to his surprised relief, that the traffic light on Lafayette and Grand was still working—though the drivers who wanted to turn left looked like they were pretty short on luck.

Just a few more blocks and they’d be home free. Tim had never had four people in his Soho efficiency walkup at once. The day was turning out to be full of surprises. 

A man stepped into the street, just as he thought that. A swarthy man of indeterminate ethnicity, about as wide as the truck itself, wearing a FUBU jersey, a sideways baseball cap, and a look on his face that said he’d gladly kick Tim’s ass.

“You got to pay the toll,” he called.

“Nice fuggin neighborhood,” said Randy.

Tim knew better than to open the window, but he yelled back, “Move it, or I’ll drive.”

The thug in the baseball cap eased forward—did he realize the extent of what was happening up in Greenwich Village? How could he, with the cell towers overloaded, the subways jammed and the radio playing weather reports? Tim put a foot on both the gas and the brakes and lurched forward to show he meant business—and four more guys with baseball bats peeled out from between the parked cars and converged on the truck.

“You got to pay the toll,” the thug said, with mock patience.

“What toll?” Tim yelled.

The thug looked to his pals on either side—damn it, one of them had a gun—and said, “A hun’ret dollar.”

Tim fumbled out his wallet. “I have twenty. I’ll give you twenty.” He had twenty-three, though he didn’t suspect the three would sway the guy one way or the other. Besides, he figured he should leave himself at least that much leverage.

The main thug cocked his head toward one of the guys holding a baseball bat, and bam, the left headlight was history. “A hun’ret dollar.”

“Does anyone have some money?” Tim called, although he couldn’t say if a hundred dollars really would call off the wolves, or if they were likely to be dragged from the vehicle and beaten to death whether they paid it or not.

“He’s got it.” Marianne shoved Javier aside and threw herself into the cab, against the center console. She jammed her hand into Randy’s pocket, pulled out some Tic Tacs which she threw aside, stuck her hand in the other and came up with a crisp, new bill. She pressed it into Tim’s hand and said, “Pay the man. I’ve gotta pee.”

“Hey—” Randy said.

Well…at least it wasn’t his own money. Tim rolled down the window two inches and stuck the hundred through. The thug with the gun took it, smiling around the stump of a cigarillo. “A’ight,” he called to the big guy with the baseball bat, who backed off a few steps, then stood aside with a smug “after you” gesture.

Tim’s heart pounded in his throat as he rolled past them. He was under no illusions that they could very well have just been carjacked. Maybe they would have, if the retired moving truck had been something the thugs would be caught dead in.

His heart was still hammering as he turned left, turned again, and approached his building. The dingy parking lot with weeds sprouting up between the cracks where he paid three hundred a month to park was open, too. He’d been expecting it to be full of strangers’ cars, tourists’ cars, given the rioting. But somehow the battered Private Parking sign had managed to do its job.

Even though the rest of the neighborhood had apparently gone straight to hell.

The block Tim lived on was mainly residential, with Mom-and-Pop businesses on the first floors of the old brick four- or five-story buildings, and apartments or condos above. His apartment was two floors above a Clip House franchise that gave twelve-dollar haircuts, no appointment necessary. He’d never had the same stylist more than three or four times, but at least it was convenient to keep his hair from getting to that annoying stage where it hung in his eyes. It was a good neighborhood. Not pretentious, but not too shabby.

But now Clip House was dark, and the Closed sign on the door was turned over. Closed. In the middle of a weekday afternoon. Other stores were closed, too. The coffee shop. The music store. The little boutique that sold “natural” cosmetics in flecky brown packaging that were made with the same ingredients as any other soaps, shampoos and perfumes, though they had much “greener” names.

More people were loitering around on the sidewalk than was usual for a weekday afternoon, too. Not walking somewhere, like people usually did. Just…standing. People he didn’t recognize—all of them male. They lurked in entryways and beneath awnings, smoking, or listening to headphones, or scowling at the sleet. Waiting. For what, Tim didn’t know. But he dreaded it.

“Go to the entryway to the right of the Clip House,” he told his passengers as he pulled into his spot. “Don’t stop. Don’t talk to anyone.” It might have been overkill, but Tim didn’t care. He’d seen enough at the protest to err on the side of caution. Nelson Oliver was the last out of the truck. He stumbled, and Javier caught him on one side, Marianne the other. “What’s wrong with him?” Tim asked.

“He’s out of it,” Marianne said. “He took some meds.”

Meds? He was staggering like a drunk.

“It’s fine,” Javier said. “We’ve got him. Let’s go.”

While it might have been overwhelming to think of fitting four other people in his small efficiency, Tim had to admit he was glad to be part of a group while he made his way from the truck to the entryway—even if one member of that group was a petite young woman, and another needed to be dragged—since his Mom-and-Pop neighborhood suddenly didn’t feel much like its usual self.

Their five pairs of feet sounded loud on the stairwell, but even the steady tramp of stairs being climbed didn’t drown out the distant sound of sirens. Tim unlocked his door and sized up his apartment. He had, at least, straightened up; he’d been expecting Javier. The trash had been disposed of, the clutter stashed away, the sheets changed.

“Get in. Come on. Hurry.” He hustled everyone into the room that was his living room, office, kitchen—the room, in all its ten-by-twelve glory, where he kept everything he owned but his bed.

Javier leaned Nelson against the wall so Marianne could strip his coat off. “He needs to lie down somewhere dark,” she said. Nelson didn’t seem to notice all the commotion. He was busy staring up at the light fixture. Tim followed his gaze. He saw the globe held at least a dozen long-dead flies, their wings and spindly legs clearly visible through the milky glass.

So much for his housecleaning skills. 

“There’s a bedroom, through that door.” Tim wasn’t about to let the opportunity to get closer to Nelson slip through his fingers. He edged Javier aside and ducked his shoulder under Nelson’s arm, touching him. 

He felt thinner than Tim expected. Lighter. Nowhere near as tough as he’d seemed during the riot. There was no room for Marianne to bring up Nelson’s other side, but she followed them into the bedroom anyway.

Tim sat Nelson down on the bed. Nelson’s sleeve was hanging open, baring his scratched shoulder. A tattoo, some barbed-wire tribal thing, peeked out from under the torn seam. There was blood on his damp clothes. It wasn’t quite dried, given that everything Nelson had on was soggy from the sleet, but it had probably set. His wet hair stuck to his forehead and cheeks.

“He’s shivering,” Marianne said. “Let’s get him into something dry.”

Tim would have thought he’d resent Marianne’s presence, when in fact, he realized he was actually so intimidated he wouldn’t have even thought of changing Nelson’s clothes himself. Marianne got down on one knee and began to take off Nelson’s shoes. Tim reassured himself she couldn’t possibly know his attraction to Nelson had him practically paralyzed, and he dug up a mismatched set of sweats.

His hands were trembling as he slipped off Nelson’s tie and unbuttoned his ruined shirt. 

“I hate this shirt,” Nelson slurred. “Fucking hate it.”

Even incapacitated, he had a fighter’s spirit. It really was for the best that Marianne was there, otherwise Tim would have been tempted to strip him down and warm him by climbing on top of him to share body heat. And wouldn’t that be an awkward conversation come morning?

Marianne straightened up and perched on the bed to help take off Nelson’s shirt, so Tim couldn’t exactly ogle like he’d wanted to. Chest hair? Yes, some…just enough. A shade darker than the sandy hair on his head. More tattoos on his chest, his other arm. Strange symbols. His physique didn’t seem very gym-sculpted, and any definition in his body was due more to his leanness…and yet there had been that open-handed punch he’d done during the protest, the hit he’d landed like a striking cobra that felled the guy attacking Marianne.

Nelson Oliver was a mystery. No two ways about it.

Marianne reached for Nelson’s fly, and Tim needed to check himself from knocking her hands away. “Didn’t you want to use the bathroom? I can take it from here.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m not compromising his virtue.” The zip of the fly as she tugged it down was ludicrously pronounced. “He won’t care what I see—he’s totally gay.”

Tim needed to remind himself how to breathe again as Marianne dragged Nelson’s pants off. 

“Underwear’s dry enough,” Marianne said, “but his socks are wet. Get him a dry pair of socks.”

“Not just partially gay,” Nelson chuckled to himself as Marianne pulled off his damp socks. Tim paused and pressed his palm to the sole of Nelson’s cold foot. He held it a moment, stroked it. “You can suck my toes, if you want. I don’t think I’m into that…but I’ll try anything once.”

 Tim pulled the sock on without comment.

Marianne said, “Remind me to never start getting migraines. Not if this is what the medicine’s like.”

Together, they wrestled Nelson into Tim’s too-big sweatpants and tucked him into bed. He rolled to face the wall, murmuring, “Watch it, that last step’s a doozy.”

As Tim pulled the blanket up over Nelson, marveling at the way he would never have imagined his clean sheets being put to this particular use, Marianne stepped past him and pulled the cord on the miniblinds.

“Don’t—”

The blinds clattered into a misshapen snarl, bunched together on one side.

“There’s a trick to it,” he sighed.

“Shit. It’s really not my day.”

“Go pee,” he said, not unkindly. “I got it. And you should put something on your ear. There’s a first aid kit in the medicine cabinet.”

“Oh, man.” She hastened out of the room, clutching her torn earlobe and hobbling on her broken heel.

Tim began the process of untangling the blinds. “Do you know where you are?” he asked Nelson.

“Must be your place. I don’t hear my roommates complaining.”

“You were at the Canaan Products job seminar. There was a riot.”

“Oh, what a shock. Who’d they screw over now? Fuckin’ soulless corporate fucks.”

Tim cut his eyes to Nelson as he untangled the last few slats and let them fall. It sounded dangerously close to leftist propaganda…or maybe it was just intoxicated babble.

“They can shove that job up their ass. Didn’t want it anyway.”

Tim smoothed the blinds into place. Dust coated his hands. And here he’d been so proud of his cleaning job.

Nelson had turned onto his back. “You’re really tall.”

“Get some sleep now,” Tim said.

“Good idea—I didn’t mean to drink so much. After I sleep it off, we can have a little fun.”

Nelson rolled toward the wall again, winding the sheets around his head. Tim stared at the blanket-wrapped lump in his bed. Nelson’s voice rose from the sheets. “Alcohol m’tabolizes at one ounce every hour, so…how many shots did we do?”

Tim wasn’t usually a drinker, but a shot suddenly sounded really appealing. There was no time, though. Not now. Too much to take care of. “Get some sleep,” he repeated, stepping out of the bedroom and gently easing the door shut, but only partway, so he would hear if Nelson needed something and called out to him.

Not that he was under any illusion Nelson even knew his name.

The sight of his main room, when he took it all in, was startling—two other people were in it, with Marianne still in the bathroom. Tim only owned two chairs, his computer chair, and the recliner he’d found on the curb when Mr. Boswell moved into the retirement community. Randy was now sprawled in the recliner, holding a bag of frozen veg-0-mix to his face. Javier sat in the computer chair with Marianne’s broken shoe on the floor between his feet, attempting to pry the heel off the other shoe with a bottle opener.

Tim went to the sink and got himself a drink of water. He realized he only had two mugs.

“So I saw that box of rubbers in the medicine cabinet,” Randy said. “You dating a debutante, or what?”

The bathroom door opened. Marianne, in stocking feet, with a wide, ladder-like run that spanned the entire length of the right leg of her panty hose, shot Randy a reproachful look. “You’re such a pig.”

“You’ll have to tell me your secret,” Randy went on, as if he hadn’t even heard her. “I can’t see why a Fertile Myrtle would be interested in a guy like you. Unless she’s out slumming. Is that it? You feed their need to get back at their rich mummies and daddies? Act like some rebel who doesn’t give a damn?”

“In case you didn’t notice,” Marianne said, “If it wasn’t for him, you’d be a stain on Eighth Street.”

Randy looked to her with exaggerated patience. “Just making guy-talk.”

“Earth to Mister Guy-Talk: there is no ‘Fertile Myrtle.’” She grabbed a flier for a Fair and Equal LGBTQ meeting off the top of a teetering stack of books and waved it in his face. “Everyone here but you is into men.”


Chapter 6




“I didn’t mean nothing by it.” Randy did his best to backpedal, as though his natural assumption, that everyone was just like him, could hardly be construed as homophobia. “I have a friend who’s gay.”

“What’s his middle name?” Marianne asked.

Randy peered at her around the veg-o-mix.

“Uh huh,” she said. “Some friend.”

He ignored her, pulled a cell phone from his pocket, dialed, and got a canned message loud enough for the whole room to hear that said all the circuits were busy. “I hate this contract. Either I’m roaming or I’m breaking up or some other dumb shit. Anyone else got a phone?”

Marianne tossed him her cell phone and turned back to Tim. “What just happened out there? That’s what I want to know. It was thickest right by the job fair.”

“It wouldn’t be the first time Canaan drew protestors,” Tim said; no one but Javier would know him well enough to sense he was being deliberately vague.

“What now?” Marianne turned the Fair and Equal flier one way, then the other, as if she couldn’t pick out from all the small print what the actual message was supposed to be. “Did they find another factory full of illegals working twenty-hour days?”

“The thing with all those protestors,” Randy said, in a loud, easy voice, as if he was accustomed to people actually listening to him when he waxed philosophical, “Is that they take it too far. They make themselves come off like a bunch of assholes, and no one actually listens to what they have to say.” 

The moment was ripe for a pot-and-kettle comment, but Marianne resisted the temptation. Randy thumbed in a number on her phone and got another loud circuits-are-busy message. “No way. You’re not on All-atel, are you?”

“No, Transdata.” She answered absently, still focused on Tim, who she’d obviously pegged as someone who knew what was going on. No matter how he tried to act otherwise. “What could possibly be so bad they’re out there tearing each other up like that?”

“It’s crowd psychology,” Randy said. “People start freaking out, and it spreads like a cold sore. And once everything’s crazy, the predators swoop in.” He pressed the now semi-frozen bag to his cheek again. “And then they take your hundred dollars.” 

Again, Marianne didn’t rise to the bait. “It can’t be just crowd psychology. It happened too fast. It was too vicious. I wasn’t kidding about the working conditions. They have plants in Mexico, you know—I read about it on Facebook. Most of the laborers should be in school, but they’re pumping out manna instead. Maybe someone had photos. Maybe they posted them online.”

“If the working conditions at Canaan are so bad,” Randy said, “then what were you doing at that job fair?”

Tim looked at Marianne with what he hoped was an expression that was somehow...normal. Polite interest. He had no social skills, so his ex always told him, but hopefully he was intelligent enough to fake it.

Marianne had reached the point where Randy’s comments were starting to wear, though, and she didn’t even notice Tim’s efforts. “Never mind me. What about you, Mr. Smartypants? What were you doing there—running up to the stage with Nelson’s answer.”

Randy held up a hand in a semi-conciliatory “chill” gesture. “Have you seen the Canaan’s health club? Have you heard about the quarterly sales bonuses? I’m sick of busting my hump for a two-point-four percent raise. I want to get in on Canaan’s sweet benefits package.” 

“Look,” Javier said, “regardless of the reason anyone was or wasn’t there, what matters now is getting everyone home in one piece.” 

Yes. Definitely. Tim couldn’t have said it better—because eye patch or no eye patch, he needed to see if Javier’s inside tip had panned out, and he couldn’t do that in front of just anyone.

Except maybe Nelson Oliver. He was fast asleep, anyway.

“So what do you think everyone’s flipping out about this time?” Marianne said. “Broadcast news will be useless. Fire up that computer over there and see if anyone online knows something yet.”

Everyone looked at Tim—who suddenly realized he had absolutely no idea what might appear on his monitor when the browser came up. Something innocuous, like the local traffic report? Or something telling, like the dirt he’d been trying to dig up on Canaan? Or, worse, the transcript of the last chat he’d had with Javier.

The one he’d jerked off to.

More than once.

“My connection’s spotty,” Tim said.

He glanced at the mess of daisy-chained power strips, and the redundant server rack draped with yards of cable. Maybe, to an untrained eye, it would look like a salvage job of a home PC held together with duct tape and spit.

Javier knew different, of course. Javier had been the one, with his promise of insider information and his riveting private chats, to talk Tim into scoping out Canaan Products to begin with.

Marianne stared down at a coil of network cable. “My Internet sucks, too. But can’t we at least try? Don’t you want to know why the whole lower east side’s gone nutso?”

“I gotta email my dentist first,” Randy said, “since the phones are bogus. I feel like my tooth is gonna fall right out of my head. Do dentists have email? Fuck. I hope so.”

“I’ll see if it connects.” Tim put his hand on the back of his computer chair in a not-so-subtle signal for Javier to relinquish it. When Tim sat, the seat was warm. He shivered. Or maybe it was a shudder. Or maybe, despite the eye patch, he couldn’t get past the last few lines Javier had typed in chat, less than a week before....

It’s not your hand. It’s mine. You can tell it’s mine, because it’s sliding down to skim over your balls and feel the curve of them. It’s testing, with fingers that aren’t yours, how you like to be touched. What turns you on. What makes you hard. And finally, when you’re stiff, and you’re so ready you ache...only then can you feel my fingers wrapping around you and stroking you....

Unlike Javier, Tim focused more on facts than on pretty prose when he wrote. His replies consisted of things like “yeah” and “do it” and “feels good.” Which would probably be even more incriminating in their simplicity, if they were the first words that flashed up on the screen. He grabbed his monitor as if to readjust its position, and hit the manual brightness control.

Tim swore he could feel the heat of everyone’s attention riveted on him as the monitor powered on—and while he hadn’t quite managed to tweak the contrast low enough to prevent Javier and Marianne from entirely seeing the screen, it did, at least, support the lie that his computer was a cobbled-together heap of scrap, and not a cleverly proxied server.

The browser, thankfully, was minimized, and a command prompt window was showing. “What’s that?” he said, unsure if he sounded even remotely convincing. It was the way all his help desk clients tended to start their conversations, though, so he suspected it sounded authentic. While most of them then added, “This piece of shit’s been acting weird all week,” Tim decided he’d better not tempt fate by laying it on too thick. He hit caps lock a few times to pretend as if he was actually trying keys, then quietly closed the minimized browser, and finally, dismissed the window. 

His fingers found the macro keys to pull up a half-dozen local news sites before he remembered he probably should hunt and peck his way there like a majority of the population did, but he was too late. He pulled up another window to cover their landing pages, which were already loading in tabs, lightning fast, and he navigated to a search engine and typed in Canaan Products job fair Bowery.

An ad for a foodie store with the phrases “our job is to make you happy” and “exclusive Canaan Products selection” and “fair prices” and “shop our new East Village location” popped up. He pretended to search it until he figured even a slow computer would have accessed all the news tabs, and he began to scan the pages in earnest. “Nothing on Channel Twelve. Nothing on ABC.” 

Marianne clucked her tongue. “Oh, I’m so surprised. Like they ever have any breaking news that hasn’t been sanitized by their sponsors.”

Marianne was sounding more and more like the type of activist who gave rational people like Tim a bad name. It seemed unlikely, though, that if she actually were the sort of dissident who’d blow up the ethanol plant in Tennessee and kill half a town, she’d be clever enough to hide her leanings by voicing them so unabashedly.

“There’s nothing about it on any of the state or local outlets,” Tim said.

“Now can we try to find my dentist?” Randy said. “It’s Dr. Bergman at Midtown Dental.”

Marianne crossed her arms and frowned. “What about Voice of Reason? Sometimes that site updates so fast I’d swear the guy’s psychic.”

Tim stared very, very hard at his murky, dark monitor and tried to imagine how anyone else in the world would react to hearing the name of their own site suggested to them. He took a quick glance over his shoulder in Javier’s direction, obvious, but he just couldn’t resist...and Javier turned and slipped into the bathroom. 

“Haven’t you heard of it?” Marianne asked. “You seem like the type of guy who would. It’s thevoiceofreason.com. You have to put the ‘the’ in there. Otherwise you get another one of those sappy religious sites.”

“And here I thought he was the kind of guy who’d help me call my dentist before I lost my tooth.”

“Try the land line,” Tim said. His head was spinning with the effort to look natural as he did his best impression of a two-fingered typist. “Uh, nope. Nothing there.”

“You have a land line? Hello, you could have said something.” Randy clomped into the kitchenette. “What do you dial for information?”

“Try zero.”

The phone company’s “all circuits are busy” message was twice as obnoxious as the cell companies’, and twice as loud, too. Three angry-sounding tones blared out of the heavy plastic rotary phone. “Are you kidding me?” Randy shouted.

Marianne glanced at him, then focused on Tim again. “Keep it on The Voice of Reason,” she suggested. “Refresh it every now and then. I’m pretty sure the main writers live in Manhattan. They’ve always got really good local coverage.”

Writers? Plural? The Voice of Reason had one, unless you counted Javier—and Tim wasn’t entirely sure he trusted Javier anymore. 

“They’ll update any minute now.” Marianne went to the window and spread the blind slats, though there was really no view but the fire escape of the opposite apartment building. “Unless they’re stuck out there. They could be trapped in that mob. Jeez.”

It was unsettling for Tim to hear that someone who didn’t even know who he was cared so deeply about his safety. Even if she was referring to his one-man (or maybe two-man) operation as if a whole team was behind the site.

“How much manna do you have?” Randy asked.

Tim kept a stockpile on the recommendation of some of his more survivalist-oriented online acquaintances, enough to last himself thirty days—which would mean the five of them could wait it out for maybe a week, if need be. But it would probably seem weird for a single person in a cramped apartment to have all that food. “Plenty, I guess. I just went shopping.”

“Maybe there’s a dentist around here. They’d probably be some creepy-assed Soviet-trained Ukrainian dentist with a cash-only operation, but they’d be able to do something to keep my tooth in by the time I could get to my regular guy. Right?”

“You saw how it was out there,” Marianne said. “Everything’s closed, locked up tight.” She paced from the window to the computer a few times, and then said, “Someone’s got to know what’s going on out there. Can I try searching?”

Tim dumped his cache and erased his history with a quick macro. “If you think you can find something.” He stood and Marianne slipped into the chair. She was a quick touch-typist. Tim suspected the probability of her accidentally activating one of his custom macros was low. “I’ll go see how Nelson’s doing,” he said, and again, he wondered if he sounded casual. Normal. Or if the tone of his voice was broadcasting his fascination with Nelson for everyone to hear.

Marianne brought up a new browser window, while Randy held on to the back of the chair and spelled out the name of his dentist for her. Neither seemed particularly interested in Tim’s opinion of Nelson. And Javier, who Tim had been fantasizing about meeting all week...well, thankfully he was taking his time in the bathroom.

Tim slipped into his closet-sized bedroom and shut the door behind him. The cheap carpet was stiff against the bottom of the door. He seldom shut it, seldom had anyone else in the tiny efficiency, therefore never had any need to keep it closed. He pressed his back against the door, took a deep breath, allowed his eyes to adjust to the dim light of the bedroom...and there he was, tangled in Tim’s sheets. Nelson Oliver.

Tim couldn’t imagine what it was about Nelson that had captured his imagination so. When he’d broken free from the crowd and headed straight for the truck with such determination, such purpose, and noticed the red bandanna, Tim was so sure of his identity there was no question. It was as if a week’s worth of fantasies coalesced in a single moment of utmost significance, and the fire in his eyes had blazed straight through to Tim’s soul. By the time Tim figured out he wasn’t Javier, the mark had been made. The spark had been struck.

The sight of Nelson in his bed only served to douse the flames...with gasoline.

“Why were you at that job fair?” Tim whispered. They may not have had the chance to speak more than a few words to one another, but even so, Nelson didn’t strike him as someone gullible enough to believe that Canaan Products was still in the business of helping third-world countries raise their standards of living. “The benefits? The job security? The salary?” 

Nelson, well and truly dead to the world from whatever medication he’d taken, sighed in his sleep.


Chapter 7




Javier hadn’t gone into the bathroom with the intention of rifling through Tim’s private things. He’d only slipped out of the crowded living room to buy himself a bit of time, a bit of space, to figure out his next move. And yet he couldn’t help but steal a look at the “box of rubbers” Randy had so crassly announced to everyone.

He ran the water as he opened the medicine cabinet in case the hinges might let out a telltale squeak, and he looked at the box. Nothing fancy. Nothing flavored or colored, textured or ribbed. However, the box held not the typical dozen…but a value pack of thirty-six. He pulled out the box and peered inside. It was half empty. The plastic edge of the last wrapper had torn at a jagged angle as if to ensure Javier couldn’t help but notice its contents were being put to use. As if to ask him, “When was the last time you got laid?”

Javier returned the box to its spot in the medicine cabinet. It was really none of his business.

Tim had shown up outside the job fair, just like he’d agreed to. He extracted Javier from a situation that had deteriorated more rapidly than anyone expected—and in doing so, had enabled Javier to get what he’d come for. 

Tim had executed his part of the plan. He owed Javier nothing.

And so this sick pining away for what might have been…it needed to stop. Now.

Clearly, they should never have cybered. At the time, Javier had allowed his enthusiasm over meeting someone with ideals like his—someone willing to blow the whistle on a crooked corporation, despite the challenge, and despite the danger. And when the conversation turned from corporate responsibility to civil rights to gay rights, he probably should have just confirmed that he, too, was gay without being flirtatious about it. Maybe at the time, the suspicion was nagging at the back of his mind that he shouldn’t lead Tim on, especially since it was Tim who’d replied “What does it matter?” when Javier asked what he looked like. 

In retrospect, Tim’s reticence to discuss appearances had been a relief, not because Javier could cast whomever he wanted in their online encounter…but because he could be someone else, himself. Someone whole.

And when Tim had said it probably wasn’t secure to swap photos, to just look for the red bandanna, Javier ate that up just as readily.

Bad ideas all around. That was pretty obvious now.

He drew a USB memory stick from his pocket and checked that it hadn’t been damaged back there in the crowd. He’d fallen, at some point, though it was kind of a blur. He turned the device around in his fingers. It seemed fine, though he wouldn’t know for sure until he plugged it in, verified that it still worked, and saw what he’d managed to copy.

Once he pocketed the memory stick, he removed his eye patch, peeling the ties carefully from the semi-permanent ridge the strings had cut into his temple, and splashed the sweat and grime of the day from his face. The feel of the water centered him, made him feel more like himself. Disappointed? Perhaps. But dealing with Canaan Products was more important than hooking up with some guy. And they couldn’t deal with Canaan until the people from the job fair left.

He turned to dry his face with a towel hanging over the track that held the shower curtain around the chipped clawfoot tub.

Tim’s towel.

There was a tap on the door. “Javier?” Marianne called through it. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” He stopped with the towel pressed to his cheek, but he resisted the urge to bury his nose in the terrycloth and breathe deeply. Resisted...barely.

“You’ve been in there a long time. You’re not hurt or anything, are you?”

“Everything’s fine.”

So much for letting go of the infatuation.

“Okay. Well...I gotta pee. If you can, y’know, finish up.”

Disgusted, he turned away from the towel, tied his eye patch back into place and opened the door. Marianne shot him an apologetic look as she squeezed past him. He stepped out into the living room and she shut the door. Randy was now the only other one in the room, seated at the computer, squinting as he typed. Tim was conspicuously absent.

“Women,” Randy called over his shoulder. “That’s the second time she’s had to go in the last hour.

“What did you find out about the riot? Anything?”

“Traffic delays. That’s what they’re calling it on the news. No mention of phone lines not working, either. This sucks, man. I gotta get my dentist on the phone.”

Javier scanned the tiny apartment as Randy spoke. It was smaller than he’d imagined it would be, and plainer, too. Not that he’d been expecting granite countertops and a view of the Manhattan skyline; Tim had made it clear that money was the least of his motivations. Crystal clear. Still, the shabbiness Javier had conjured up in his overstimulated imagination had looked more like set-dressing than actual poverty. Or asceticism. Or…Javier glanced at a window covered in yellowed newspaper. Whatever you would call it.

Which only went to show how ridiculous his own romantic notions had been.

“You got a phone on you?” Randy said.

“No. We weren’t supposed to bring one to the job fair.”

“And you actually left yours at home? What’d you think, they were gonna frisk us at the door? I’ll bet you believe in Santa Claus, too. Or the Tooth Fairy. That’s who I need. The Tooth Fairy.”

Marianne emerged from the bathroom in her stocking feet. “My mom and dad are probably worried sick about me. They never wanted me to move to New York.” She perched on the arm of the recliner as she was too keyed up to actually sit in it. “They said it was too dangerous. I thought they were just being overprotective, and if I stayed away from crackhouses and dark alleys they’d have nothing to worry about.”

“Don’t worry,” Randy said. “By the time they hear about whatever’s going on, this whole thing’ll be over and done with and you can tell ’em yourself.”

Javier only half-listened to the two of them. As much as he wanted to convince himself that the real Tim Foster, an actual flesh-and-blood human being, had nothing to do with the image he’d conjured in his own imagination, he still felt compelled to find some detail, however small, that would prove his attraction hadn’t been entirely off-base.

But the apartment was small, and dingy, and except for the sprawling homemade computer system, devoid of any sort of personal touches. Though he hadn’t seen the whole apartment, yet. There was still…the bedroom.

Javier glanced at the closed door. Tim was in the bedroom. With Nelson.

Marianne and Randy began arguing about how phone lines worked, but their voices dwindled, shut out by the rushing in Javier’s ears. Maybe he’d had it all wrong. Maybe Tim hadn’t seemed cold because Javier had gotten his expectations overinflated.

Maybe Tim had seen Nelson kissing him in the back of the truck.




***




It would have been more efficient to snap a picture: Nelson, face partially exposed by the wadded sheet, hair splayed on Tim’s pillow. Tim didn’t do it, of course. It would have been creepy. But he wanted to.

Tim would need to settle for etching to his memory the curve Nelson’s throat made where his Adam’s apple dipped when he swallowed in his sleep, the eyelash fringe, the faint dusting of freckles high on his cheekbone.

How many shots did we do? The memory of Nelson asking him that replayed, over and over, like a sound bite. Did Nelson actually see Tim as someone he would “do shots” with? Maybe drinking wasn’t as overrated as Tim had always assumed it was.

Voices rose and fell through the closed door, which made Tim more acutely aware that he and Nelson were most certainly not alone. Though if they were…he would never have worn such a conservative shirt. He’d always pictured Nelson as more of a computer techie, like himself. Never mind that it wasn’t even Nelson he’d been chatting with all along, but Javier, who was even less like Tim had pictured him. But if he’d known he was about to meet someone who managed to look cool even in a torn button-down shirt and tie, he would have worn something different. He glanced into his cramped closet. He wasn’t sure what, exactly. Suddenly everything he owned looked like it came with a matching pocket protector.

The black shirt, maybe. His last boyfriend, Phil (or was it two boyfriends ago? Sometimes they blended together. Whoever it was) had said it made him look pasty. But guys like Nelson wouldn’t let some conservative guy’s opinion stop them from wearing black.

Tim glanced back at the bed. Nelson rolled, hugging one of the pillows. The borrowed sweatpants rode low on his hips. It felt entirely wrong to stare. And yet….

More tattoos. Symbols trailed down the crest of Nelson’s hipbone. Tim felt like his suddenly-ugly shirt was strangling him.

The impulse to change his clothes was too strong to resist—and if anyone asked…well, why should they ask why he’d changed? Why would they care? It was Tim’s apartment. He was well within his rights to change his shirt without being interrogated for it. He began to pull off the shirt he was currently wearing (horrible thing—he couldn’t even imagine why he’d ever bought it) and as he did, the bedroom door opened.

Javier.

Tim acted as if he’d just been straightening his collar. “What?” It came out a lot more defensively than he’d meant it to. He could hear as much even over the pounding of his own heart.

“These people,” Javier said, “I didn’t plan to bring them.”

Tim nodded, fairly sure he looked fully clothed and normal.

Javier added, “I couldn’t just leave them behind.”

“No. Of course not.”

Javier’s eyes went to the bed, to Nelson curled on his side, clinging to the pillow. “Good. I’m glad you see it that way. As soon as things die down, we’ll get them to leave.”

“We can’t just…throw them out on the street.”

“Once it’s safe,” Javier reiterated.

“Well…right.”

Javier took a step closer. Tim did his best not to stare at the eye patch, but between avoiding that, and avoiding looking at Nelson, and attempting to look like he hadn’t just been stripping out of his shirt, it seemed like there was nowhere he could actually look or stand or act without coming off like a freak. Javier dropped his voice low, and said, “You won’t let a little delay change your mind about posting the exposé, will you?”

“No,” Tim stuttered, “I mean, yeah…I mean…I didn’t really get anything very newsworthy back there. A few photos. And they’re nothing special. They just look like a clump of people. Nobody I talked to actually knew what was going on.”

Javier looked Tim in the face for a long moment with his single eye, and then he stuck his hand in his pocket and pulled something out: a USB flash drive. 

“What’s that?”

“You said with the right cookies, you could get into a company’s mainframe. Right?”

“Y-yeah.” Tim’s heart began to pound, really pound, harder than it had when he’d nearly been caught shirtless. 

“Well, here it is. All the temporary Internet folders—and the whole document folder, too. Right from the laptop of an HR rep.” Javier held up the tiny drive and allowed Tim to take it from him. It was small enough to conceal in the palm of his hand, and still warm from Javier’s pocket. Only its implications were so profound, it seemed as if it should have been able to burn right through Tim’s flesh and bone, and leave a smoking hole behind.

“This is serious stuff,” Tim said. His voice shook. “You could get into real trouble for this.”

“What good does it do to blog that a riot took place if we can’t prove what it’s about or why it happened?”

Tim turned the flash drive around in his hand. “Even if I can hack in…I wouldn’t know where to start looking.”

“In the warehouse.”

Tim narrowed his eyes. “Why there?”

“The Leftists showed up at the job fair just like we expected, didn’t they? Let’s figure out what they were protesting. I was told Canaan corporate was covering up something in the warehouse. I’m sure you can find out what it is.”

Despite the insanity of the day, and despite Nelson Oliver tangled in his clean sheets, Tim was seized by the urge to plug in that drive and dig through those cookies. He’d never perused the database of a company where he wasn’t on the payroll, and the thought of it was actually rather…thrilling. “I can’t believe you actually did it. What would happen if they’d caught you?”

“It was no problem. The lights went off and no one was paying attention to the laptops.”

“My God.” Tim squeezed the memory stick—not too hard—and wondered if Javier would consider sending Randy and Marianne off to find a dentist so he could start sifting through its data. The ability to make a remote computer accept an old session ID was all he needed to get his foot in the door…and he had a script for that.


Chapter 8




Tim squeezed out of the bedroom. There was nowhere to walk, nowhere to even stand comfortably. Randy had the recliner open so far it was practically horizontal. He lay still beneath the plastic bag of veg-o-mix, which sagged, mostly thawed, to cover the top half of his face. Javier followed and planted himself by the window with no view. Marianne was engrossed in the Internet. Tim hoped she didn’t notice how fast the connection was, or if she did, that she’d chalk it up to a quirk of the telecom system. 

“Voice of Reason still hasn’t updated,” she said. She sounded genuinely concerned.

Javier went to her side and placed a hand on the back of her chair. “I’m sure it’s nothing. They…probably can’t get online. That’s all.”

Marianne pressed her head against his arm. “I wish I was home.” She gave a sheepish look over her shoulder. “No offense, Tim. I totally owe you one for getting me away from the crazies. But right now I want to crawl into bed, pull my covers up over my head, and pretend today was just a really messed-up dream.”

Tim wished she was home, too. Especially now that he had a flash drive that was practically screaming to be looked at.

Marianne pushed back from the computer and rubbed her eyes. “Do you have anything to drink—water, even? I feel all shaky and nauseated.” 

“Oh. Uh, right.” He maneuvered around Randy, slipped behind the kitchen island and took stock of his supplies. Most of his stored manna was in the upper cabinets, where the mice were less likely to get to his stockpile. Marianne wouldn’t be able to reach it, Randy didn’t seem to have any interest in rifling through Tim’s things beyond the medicine cabinet, and Javier wouldn’t be surprised to know Tim had stocked up for emergencies.

Though right now, in the face of an actual riot, he felt anything but ready.

What if it had been a bomb? A chemical attack? Water was a really great idea—and coffee, even better. Tim felt shaky and nauseated himself, and making coffee would give him something useful to do with his hands. He opened a lower cabinet. Two mugs. One tumbler. He used to have two tumblers, but his ex had shattered one on the floor to make a point when they broke up. Jackass.

He dragged out his coffee press and cleared a space for it on the countertop. Caffeine was probably the last thing they needed now, but it was something to do that wouldn’t incriminate him as the Voice of Reason.

“Is that real coffee?” Marianne asked.

“It is.”

“Wow. How long have you been brewing your own?”

“A few years now. It’s a lot fresher than the stuff you get at a restaurant.”

“In Colombia,” Javier told her, “near the plantations, the coffee is so fresh you can smell them roasting the beans. It’s so rich you feel like you can drink the air.”

“Are you Colombian?”

Tim paused with a carafe full of water hovering over the stovetop to hear the answer. Javier needed to think about the question, he noticed. Or at least think about how he cared to answer it.

“I’ve done some traveling.”

“Is it all retro in South America,” Randy asked from under the veg-o-mix, “with cows and chickens roaming around and coconuts falling from the trees?”

“Not like you see in old movies. No.”

“But it’s the rise of leisure time,” Randy said sarcastically. “The biggest thing since the Industrial Revolution. Aren’t all the natives dancing around and being all cultural and stuff because they’re not stuck scratching out a living from the land?”

“Not anywhere I’ve been.”

Where exactly had he been? He’d never mentioned his travels while they were in the chatroom, and it would have been interesting stuff. Tim had never visited anywhere but the biggest tourist traps: Disneyworld, Vegas, Mount Rushmore, Niagara Falls. His parents weren’t particularly creative.

Javier caught Tim watching him and quickly looked away.

Tim wanted to be annoyed with Javier, but kept forgetting because he was so damn interesting—and really, wasn’t that what had first drawn Tim to him to begin with? If only he’d mentioned the thing about his eye….

Javier looked up again, saw Tim was still considering him, and turned away to browse a stack of books beside the door.

If only.

Marianne joined Tim behind the counter, drawing his attention from Javier. “Do you do a lot of cooking, too? Your kitchen seems so small—smaller than mine, even.”

“No, no cooking. Just coffee. It…helps me stay awake when I’m working on projects.”

Javier sat in the computer chair and began typing. The incriminating chat was gone, and the history was clear. He’d have no way of knowing Tim had revisited their last online rendezvous to blow off some steam. Still, the thought of someone else working on his computer made Tim feel edgy. He reminded himself, as he showed Marianne how to measure the ground coffee into the press, that just last night he’d been dying to have Javier in that very spot—sitting in his chair, touching his keyboard. 

And that, on some level, it did feel kind of right.

“Pour in the hot water…there you go…and now put this lid on to keep it warm while it steeps.”

Marianne scowled at the press. “That’s all?” 

“Well, you push this thing down to shove the grounds out of the way when you’re done.”

“Yeah, but I mean…you soak it in boiling water? That’s it? That’s what they charge you for at a restaurant?”

“They charge you for the overhead,” Randy interjected. “Rent, heat, staff, advertising. Same as anything else.”

Marianne stood on her tiptoes and looked down at the plunger as if it might give her some clue.

“The coffee’s not totally cheap,” Tim said. “It’s imported.”

“Shipping,” Randy said. “More overhead. And all of it’s marked up, every step of the way. People don’t realize how the economics break down.” He shifted the plastic bag so he could peek out from underneath it. “Then they get mad when they realize that ninety percent of the cost of a product is in the overhead.”

Tim put Marianne’s hand on the press, and his hand on top of hers. “Push down. Like this, ’til you feel the resistance. That’s all there is to it.”

“I can’t believe they charge two dollars a cup and get away with it.”

“Coffee demystified,” Randy said. “Now your innocence is destroyed.”

“Ha ha.”

Tim lined up the two coffee cups and the glass on the counter. “I only have these. We’ll need to drink it in shifts.”

“None for me,” Randy said. “I’ll probably end up swallowing my damn tooth.”

That makes life marginally easier. Tim began pouring into the nearest cup—the glass tumbler. It obligingly shattered, spraying glass and hot coffee over the side of the counter.

“Sonofa—”

“Don’t.” Marianne tried to stop Tim from making a grab for a shard of glass that was teetering on the edge of the countertop, but she was too late. He hissed and jerked his hand back.

Marianne took his hand gently and unfurled his fingers to expose the cut. “Not too deep. Why don’t you go, uh,” she seemed to recall there were only two chairs, “relax. I’ll clean this up.”

Tim lingered between the kitchen island and the rest of the room, watching. It felt surprisingly liberating to see that tumbler disappear shard by shard as she picked up the glass and threw it in the trash. One more vestigial piece of his past put to rest.

He glanced down at his hand. The tiny cut was already closing. He felt resilient, for a change.

Marianne found the broom, not difficult to do as it was leaning against the wall, and started sweeping up the wet glass. “Did the Voice of Reason update yet?” she asked.

Javier glanced at Tim—was that a smile? Almost—and made a show of navigating to the webpage. “Not yet.” He typed a few lines in a text editor, then gestured for Tim to come take a look with a subtle nod.

Tim approached and read over his shoulder: If you update your site, she’ll stop hovering around your computer. Javier waited just a moment, then selected the text and hit the delete key, stood up, and went to the window.

“Does that window open?” he asked.

Why? Tim did his best not to sound suspicious. “Yeah.”

“I’ll take my coffee on the fire escape. I can use the air.”

“Now you’re talking.” Randy stood and dropped the damp bag of veg on the arm of the recliner. “I’m getting stir-crazy.”

Right. Jam four strangers in to his house and see how he’d like it. Randy opened the window and climbed out. “You go ahead,” Tim told Marianne. “I only have two mugs.”

She looked at him with such pity it was almost comical. “But….”

“You’re the guest. Go on.”

Randy was barely halfway out when he spotted someone on a neighboring fire escape and yelled, “Hey, what’s going on? You speak English?” He pulled his head back in and motioned for Javier to join him. “C’mere, we can get the scoop from those Puerto Ricans across the way.”

And then, just as suddenly as Tim’s solitary existence was invaded by this horde of strangers, he found himself standing beside his computer, alone. Well…mostly alone. He could hear Randy and Javier outside—Javier yelling in Spanish to the next building over.

Tim sat down at the computer and tried to see if anyone had pulled up anything they shouldn’t have, but an empty browser window faced him. Nothing more incriminating than that. He pulled up an HTML file and began typing it in Text Edit, and over the snap of his fingers flying across the keyboard, more Spanish carried through the closed window. He had no idea what it meant—everyone always sounded pissed-off and urgent in Spanish.

It sounded good on Javier.

Bowery riot makes Broadway impassable from Bleecker to 4th. Phone lines down. Canaan Products recruitment fair in the Pamoda Building—coincidence?

Ending with a question was good—it was vague enough to deflect a potential libel suit, if anyone at Canaan Public Relations ever decided the Voice of Reason was a bigger threat than the psycho left-wingers who lay in wait to ambush the company’s senior partners and fling buckets of algae at them to protest sanitation violations at the upstate plant. Violations that turned out to be a total fabrication, in fact. Some jilted factory drone blew the whistle on his boss. His boss, it turned out, had committed the crime of poor judgment. She’d had an affair with the whistle-blower, thought better of it, and finally opted to go back to her husband. The allegations had made Canaan look bad—for maybe half a day. Until every last test came back well within recommended range. Bacteria, mold, heavy metals, even pesticides. All Mr. Algae had accomplished in the end was making his fellow protesters look like a bunch of deranged freaks.

Typical.

But at least Tim could learn from their mistakes. He didn’t lie in wait with stinking buckets of algae to try to prove something rotten was going on at Canaan. Any blowhard could stir up a riot.

What Tim wanted was to stir up the truth.

He FTP’d the small addition to his site, then closed Text Edit. No sense in trying to be clever—he’d seen the riot himself, but he didn’t know who’d started it, specifically. Or—as Javier had so helpfully pointed out to him—why. Just an insider tip that something would be revealed at the job fair. Something big.

Hardly news at all.

More voices carried from outside. Marianne: “Does your phone work?” A pause where someone a building away replied, then Marianne’s confirmation in attempted Spanish that everyone in Tim’s apartment was in the same boat. “No. No telephono.”

Tim fingered the flash drive in his pocket. They could potentially be out there for quite a while, shouting back and forth to confirm that, basically, nobody knew anything. How could they? Not unless someone had a shortwave radio. And somebody else who really was “in the know” happened to be privy to whatever had made the crowd go wild this time, and decided to broadcast about it on his shortwave radio. In Spanish.

He ran his thumb over the smooth plastic USB housing. How long would it take to hack into Canaan Products? Minutes? Hours? If Javier had grabbed the right folders. If Tim could even get in at all.

The strangers on Tim’s fire escape could very well turn around and come right back inside. But he suspected they wouldn’t do it within the next five minutes.

He could at least see which folders were there.

He stared at the flash drive. Plain. Exactly the type of thing on which someone would bring a résumé to a job fair. He glanced over his shoulder at Javier’s silhouette. To walk into that job fair looking as noticeable, as memorable as he did…and to just make off with data like it was nothing? Someone would either need to be phenomenally brave or phenomenally stupid to even try. And Javier didn’t strike him as stupid.

He turned back toward the computer. More voices, half-heard—another volley of Spanish.

He turned the little drive over, and struggled with the two urges that warred in him: the urge to hide it, keep it safe…and the urge to look. He wavered, undecided for maybe a second.

And then he shoved the drive into his USB port.


Chapter 9




Though the fire escape hadn’t been prettied up with potted plants like some, not even a cheap plastic lawn chair and an ash tray, like others, the air outside still smelled fresh and good. Despite the fact that it was tinged with the scent of oxidizing metal. 

Javier helped Marianne out onto the metal slats, then took a good, deep breath, and noted a group of dangerous-looking men lurking at the nearest street corner. Despite the fact that news of the riot was getting older and older with each moment they delayed, maybe it wasn’t safe enough to send the others off to the dentist just yet. 

“Hey!” Randy called to the next building over. “We speak Spanish now.”

Javier peered around him, expecting that Randy called all Latinos “Puerto Ricans” and whoever was on the fire escape would be Mexican or Guatemalan or Ecuadorian—but, no, Randy had been right. They really were Puerto Rican. A massive Puerto Rican flag, weather-worn, hung from the railing.

From the fire escape, a tough-looking tattooed man, twenty-five or thirty, gave Javier a suspicious look. His curiosity must have outweighed his natural caution, though, because he dispensed with the mandatory posturing, and called out in Spanish, “What’s going on, man?”

“A riot.” In all the excitement, Javier almost defaulted to the accent he’d been reared with, the pronunciations and inflections spoken at home. Fine for his mother Felicidad’s exactingly-set table—but not the best idea on the lower east side. He adjusted accordingly. “Phones are down, man. That’s all we know.”

The tattooed guy’s stance eased a bit. “What’s wrong with your eye?”

Pretty direct, though the poorer people got, Javier noticed, the more direct they tended to be. Maybe they had less to lose. No problem; Javier had an answer ready. He had several answers ready. It was just a matter of picking the right answer, and saying it in the right accent. “I was on the wrong side of a grenade.”

“Grenade? Here?”

The grenade angle was always good for street cred. “Overseas.”

Brief as it was, it seemed like a good enough answer for the Puerto Rican guy. He probably assumed Javier was in the military. They usually did. And unless whoever Javier was speaking with were ex-military, they didn’t tend to ask for specifics. With his curiosity about Javier’s eye patch settled, the guy said, “There’s nothing on the TV,” as if there damn well should have been.

“No. The Internet, either.”

Someone inside the neighboring building started talking to the tattooed guy. Emotions were running high. A woman’s voice carried outside, only fragments of words. She was crying.

“How much longer, you think?” the man called.

Javier took a sip of his coffee. “I don’t know.”

The woman’s voice grew more hysterical, and the man turned toward his window and tried to calm her. Her helplessness seemed to make him angry, and their conversation escalated into screaming.

“You didn’t get the maná!” she yelled in Spanish. “It was the one thing I told you to do. The one thing!”

“Oh, and my three jobs—that’s nothing, right?”

“We need maná! The baby is hungry!”

“Well, I’m hungry too. The stores are all closed. We’ll just have to be hungry until I can get some food.”

Marianne grabbed Javier by the arm and pulled so hard he almost fell into her. Coffee sloshed over the side of his cup. “Did she say ‘nene’? That means ‘baby,’ right? They have a baby?”

“Here we go,” Randy said.

Javier called over, “You have a baby?”

“Sí. A son.” With his lady still pitching a fit on the other side of the window, the neighbor paused to consider Javier. “Hey, man, you think you can help a guy out? A little maná? Even the cheap stuff?”

“Do they have a baby?” Marianne demanded. She’d forgotten all about her coffee.

“Yes. They have a son.”

“Oh my God.”

Javier judged the distance to the opposite fire escape. He supposed they could throw the manna that far. He was a terrible judge of distance nowadays, but one of the others could toss it. “I’ll see what I can do,” Javier called over.

He drained his mug so he didn’t spill it climbing in through the window, and he slipped back into the apartment. It seemed like a different place entirely, with only Tim inside. Tim sat hunched forward at his computer, eyes fixed on the screen, fingers flying over the keyboard. While Javier had done his best not to formulate a mental picture of the man behind the Voice of Reason, it seemed to him that if he had, that man would have looked very much like Tim at that particular moment.

He spared a quick glance for Javier, then went back to his typing. “You got it.”

Javier said, “I got…what?”

“The right folder. Cookies and history. And any minute we’ll be remoting into Canaan’s computers like we work there ourselves.”

We. Ourselves. Maybe Tim hadn’t seen the kiss after all.

Maybe there was still a chance things would work out more like Javier had hoped…and the things they’d only typed about could happen in the flesh.

The key, it seemed, was getting back on track with the original plan—at least as much as it was possible to do with three extra people who couldn’t be trusted blundering around.

Javier stepped up behind Tim, paused to consider whether he could handle the possibility of him flinching away, and then decided the fallout could be dealt with. He placed a hand on Tim’s shoulder.

Tim didn’t flinch.

“Once you get in,” Javier asked, “then what?”

“I don’t know. We’ll see what kinds of access this guy has, and how their system is set up. If he’s in HR, I should be able to use his credentials to create a new user. Figure out how to get our ‘new guy’ anywhere he wants to go.”

Javier knew just the place to start. According to his source, fleets of Canaan Products trucks were rolling out day and night, and rolling back in just as full as they’d been when they left. A recall, the source figured, though no one had actually confirmed an official recall was happening. When the shipping manager asked about it, he was told it was a simple stock rotation. But he’d been working there long enough to know that stock never came back from vendors while it still had three months remaining on its sell-by date. “Shipping and receiving.” Javier said. 

The scrolling paused as Tim stopped typing and looked over his shoulder. “Really?”

The employee had leaked whatever he’d found to a Leftist group, just like he’d claimed. I took things into my own hands. Told some people who might do something about it. Then the Leftists had shown up at the job fair, right on cue. So Javier had no doubt the recall was significant. “Really.” 

“That doesn’t seem like the department a scandal would—”

“Javier?”

Both Javier and Tim did flinch then, as Marianne stuck her head into the apartment.

“What’s taking so long? They have a baby.”

Javier raised his hand, palm forward, and said, “It’s not a problem. I’ll be right out.”

Marianne went back to the fire escape, and Javier said, “Can you spare some manna for your neighbor?”

“Who?”

“In the next building….”

Tim had already glanced in the general direction of the neighboring apartments, then focused his attention again on his monitor as if he was still trying to figure out how Shipping and Receiving might be involved. “I thought I had plenty…but I don’t know how long we’ll need to make it last for five people.”

“Even a small package. They have a baby.”

Tim stared at the monitor for a moment, then blinked. “Right, yeah. Okay. How long do you think I’ll need to…aw, never mind. A pound of manna won’t make a difference one way or the other between five people. Grab some of the perishable stuff out of the fridge.”

Javier picked up the partially thawed veg-o-mix from the arm of the recliner to put it back in the freezer. He’d expected to find ice cube trays, frozen meals, maybe some ice-dream. But Tim’s freezer was stacked with boxes, plain boxes labeled protein + mineral in English, Spanish, French, and Korean. The ice cube caddy was stocked with first aid kits.

The single pocket of recognizable food was mostly plain, flash-frozen vegetables. Javier tucked the veg-o-mix into a gap among the other plastic bags and quietly closed the freezer door. He looked at Tim. Tim had leaned in so close to the monitor he could practically lick it. His eyes tracked back and forth as he watched code scroll past.

Javier took the opportunity to peek into one of the cupboards.

Completely filled, top to bottom. More plain brown boxes, these stamped in some Arabic-looking languages, and French. 5-year complete protein. No wonder Tim only had two mugs. There wasn’t room for any more. Javier eased open another cupboard, this one bursting with a bank of canned manna with once-colorful labels, now faded, the text possibly in Chinese. He couldn’t tell what the contents were supposed to be, even by the pictures—cubes of jiggling off-white manna, awash in a bath of syrup, with birds and lotus flowers dancing around the dripping spoonfuls.

“In the fridge,” Tim prompted. “Something that looks, y’know…normal.”

Javier opened the refrigerator. It, too, was loaded. The soda racks had perishable manna stuffed in the slots, verde and cheese and chili flavored. A few of the sweet varieties, mostly chocolate, were mounded in the crisper. All the ready-made meals were  utilitarian: manna, vegetable, starch. The type of food you’d find in a public school or an eldercare institution.

“I think you can spare a few,” Javier said.

“Did you know Nelson Oliver had a PhD?”

What did Tim care about Nelson? It must have been the kiss. He had seen it after all. Damn it. “He’s not old enough,” Javier replied, finally. Tim could infer whatever level of intimacy—or non-intimacy—he wanted from that statement.

“A double-masters in chemistry and microbiology, and a PhD in molecular biology.”

“I thought you were working on remoting in.”

“I’ve got a script on it—I need to find the cookie first. But all the job applications are sitting right here, in the documents folder.”

Nelson Oliver, a doctor? The guy who’d been too busy cruising Javier to even spare a glance for the Canaan Products HR reps who everyone else was scrambling to impress? His shoes were cheap. And he did seem too young to have all that schooling under his belt—though maybe it accounted for the cockiness. Or he could have been lying. Everyone lied on job applications. Some more than others.

“He’s thirty-five,” Tim read.

Obviously, Javier hadn’t gotten a very good look at Nelson. Though he wasn’t sure seeing him with two eyes would have made any difference. “I suppose he could be.”

“Can you imagine what he knows about manna?”

Javier wished he could tell if he was supposed to play his knowledge of Nelson up or down. There wasn’t much to spin one way or the other. Confident (obnoxiously so). Determined (ditto). Older than Javier had thought by five years or so. And he had a nice mouth—though probably anyone who was a reasonable kisser would have seemed that way to Javier, who hadn’t been kissed since the end of his old life. And charming, in a way, for someone they needed to send packing as soon as possible. “So…I’ll give them a verde and a cheese. Okay?”

Tim tore his eyes from the screen. “The Canaan stuff. Right?”

“Right.”

“Yeah, fine.” Tim went back to stabbing at the keyboard.

Javier watched him for a moment, then told himself that Tim was probably perfectly aware of being watched, and turned toward the window.

“Javier?”

At the sound of his name coming from Tim’s mouth, Javier’s heartbeat quickened. “Yes?”

Tim didn’t look up from the screen. “Keep those other guys out of my cupboards.”

“Sure.” His heart sank as fast as it had surged—and honestly, Javier thought, what had he expected Tim to say? I wish we were alone. Then I’d really show you how impressed I am with the way you handled the job fair. Tim trusted Javier with his secrets, much more than Javier trusted his own secrets with, well…anybody. It seemed like that should have been enough.

Though it didn’t feel that way at all.


Chapter 10




Javier handed the manna to Randy through the window, then hauled himself back out onto the fire escape. The sun had set, and the temperature was dropping fast. A small tendril of steam rose from Marianne’s forgotten coffee. “How do you know they really have a baby?” Randy asked—not as if he was particularly concerned. More like he was accustomed to playing devil’s advocate.

“What do you want them to do?” Marianne whispered, though Javier suspected it was unlikely the neighbors would understand her anyway, especially across the span of the building over the background noise of the rising wind. “Bring the kid outside and show it to you?”

Randy tried to hand the manna back to Javier, but Javier made no move to take it. “You throw it,” he said. “I wrenched my arm in the crowd.” Randy might have suspected Javier’s arm had nothing to do with his unwillingness to throw something and make a fool of himself, but he didn’t call Javier on it. Which went completely against the slightly-grown-frat-boy image he projected. Curious. But not unwelcome.

Randy waved the two plastic sacs above his head like he’d just scored a touchdown. “Heads up, buddy!”

The neighbor’s face transformed from desperation to hope—over something as simple as manna. Not even high-grade manna. Canaan Products manna, so inexpensive to produce, it was on par with bottled water. The only real cost was the packaging, marketing and shipping. “Overhead,” as Randy had so eloquently put it.

Randy tossed the packages over with ease, first verde, then cheese. The neighbor caught them and handed them through the window. “Gracias,” he said, over and over, as if he wished he could think of a better word to express his thanks, but he’d have to settle for just repeating it.

“How old is their baby?” Marianne asked. “Why did you pick such spicy flavors? What if the baby can’t eat the—”

“I think he knows what flavors Hispanics like,” Randy said.

“You’re such an assho—ohmigod.”

A head emerged from the neighboring window, then a body, and the pair of arms handing it off.

A baby.

His black hair hung in baby curls on either side of his rounded cheeks, nearly down to his shoulders. Gone were the days of Javier’s youth when boys wore buzz cuts, bow ties and trousers. Children were treated like miniature royalty now, little lords and ladies in curls and lace and fussy shoes with buckles and bows. The neighbor’s child was about two years old; he’d begun shedding some of his baby pudge, and he moved with the confidence and coordination of a toddler who preferred to walk rather than be carried. He squirmed in his father’s arms, though he was being held too tightly to get anywhere. “This is Geraldo,” the neighbor called in Spanish.

Marianne had flung herself against the railing of the fire escape so eagerly Javier worried she might tip over the side. “Look at him. My God. He’s so beautiful.” She waved at the baby. “Hi, Geraldo! Hello! Can you wave?”

Geraldo glanced at the crazy gringa making noises at him for just a moment, then went back to squirming to be put down.

“Gracias,” the neighbor called again, then turned to hand Geraldo back through the window. 

Although Javier was looking directly at the two-year-old, he had a hard time making sense of the next thing he saw…and he suspected seeing it with two eyes wouldn’t have made a damn bit of difference.

“Hijo de puta!” The neighbor’s arm jerked back. He shook it. And then the blood flowed.

The woman inside started yelling again, panicky questions, in Spanish: What’s wrong? What did you do to the baby?

“I didn’t do nothing to your fucking kid.”

“Your mark’s on him! He’s your baby.”

“Crazy fucking brat bit me.” He looked at his arm. Even with the width of a building between them, Javier could see he was bleeding hard.

“Is he okay?” Marianne called. She turned to Javier. “What happened?”

“The baby’s fine. He bit the guy.”

Randy laughed, a bit forced. “Well, that’s gratitude for you.”

“That’s not funny.” Marianne responded automatically. Most of her attention was focused on the neighbor’s fire escape. The man had handed off Geraldo and climbed back inside, and was now shutting the window, cursing the whole time. The shouting clipped off when the window closed, though the rise and fall of angry voices was still audible, but muffled.

Randy picked up Marianne’s mug and turned toward the window. “We might as well go back inside. The wind’s got a bite to it.”

And, Javier thought, it looked like the show was over.




***




The shivering woke Nelson.

In his woozy, post-medicated state, he drew the simplest conclusions he could draw, given his initial impressions. He was shivering? It must be cold. He was in a strange bed—and not alone? Sweet, he’d gotten lucky. Solution? Share some of that body heat. Now.

When his bedmate let out a less-than-masculine yip, Nelson realized the situation might be a bit more convoluted than he’d originally assumed.

“Stop groping me.”

Nelson went still, and prompted his foggy brain to yield up an extra detail or two. He hadn’t woken up with someone of the female persuasion in years—not without mild alcohol poisoning. So whatever had led him to this juncture at this particular time must have been a hell of a wild ride.

His stomach churned, and he shivered some more. But he didn’t feel hungover. Not exactly. That realization was the keystone that made the structure of the day’s events slip into place, and hold.

Not drinking, not at all. Another fucking migraine. He’d taken his meds in time, at least. Otherwise his head would be a blinding wall of agony. But he had the serotonin-shakes. And he wasn’t alone. Marianne, the redhead from the job fair—she’d taken pity on him and brought him home? He was lucky, damn lucky, and he knew it.

Nelson tucked the corner of the blanket around his shoulder, and a few more details emerged. The T-shirt he was wearing was too big, and the neckline gaped. Not Marianne’s shirt, then. She was a tiny thing. Whose? And the blanket…it smelled like a guy. Not in a funky way. Just that guys’ beds didn’t smell like chicks’ beds.

“Marianne?” he whispered.

“Mm…what?”

“Where are we?”

“G’t’shleep…tell ya in th’ mrn….”

Nelson lay as still as he could and considered whether sleep might come, or not. It didn’t feel like it. He had jimmy-legs, and his stomach was roiling. And although he knew full well that he wasn’t shivering from the cold, he felt reluctant to leave the warmth of the bed. Whoever it belonged to.

Still, he’d need to get hydrated. For all that he was grateful that the meds had saved him from a day whimpering in agony and two days recovering, the aftereffects left something to be desired. He peeled back the covers, sternly reminding his quaking muscles that he was not actually cold, and he climbed over Marianne. The bed was smallish, a “full,” but anything larger wouldn’t have fit very well in the room. A quick scan of the things that could be seen by the light of the digital clock showed a few piles of books, a stick of deodorant, a box of tissues and a lamp with a tattered shade. The blinds covering the single window leaked wan streetlight. They were crooked.

Overall impression: the walls were devoid of art and photos, there was no valance over the crooked blinds, and there wasn’t a single decorative item on the nightstand, not even a candle. Definitely not a girl’s bedroom.

He crept to the door, fully expecting it to stick, or at least squeak, but it opened smoothly, dragging only slightly against the carpet. The next room smelled like coffee, and it seemed full of random people, until he slotted each in turn into his newly emerging memories of the end of the job fair. Randy, asleep in the recliner, half his face covered in an enormous, swollen bruise. Two guys hunched over the comput—Javier. He was there. The sexy pirate. Nelson froze for a moment and stared, and wondered at his phenomenal luck.

Javier.

Nelson savored the silhouette of the back of his head.

And that other guy who needed a shave—Tim. He’d been driving the truck.

Tim’s apartment, that must have been where he’d ended up. Because, clearly, Javier would be living in a much sexier apartment. Not that Nelson expected portholes in the walls and gauzy mosquito netting hanging from the ceiling…well, maybe he had. A guy could dream.

The two of them, Javier and Tim, were focused on the computer, which at first looked like some piece-of-crap, patchwork job. At first. But Nelson saw how quickly the page refreshed when Tim hit the enter key. He took in the cluster of cables linking…what? The monitor might be old, but it was functional, and it wasn’t connected to a home PC designed for composing Christmas letters and surfing YouTube. That was a big, fat server. And a redundant server. And another redundant server.

Nelson’s gaze swept back up to the back of Tim’s head. What was his deal? Computer geek, obviously. But charging into the middle of a riot to grab everyone—what was up with that?

“Let me see…” Javier whispered, louder than whatever he’d been saying before, now audible. Tim, seated, shoved the keyboard over and Javier bent and typed. Their upper arms pressed together. Weird—they went together, somehow. A couple, that would’ve been Nelson’s first idea, although Tim didn’t really register on the ol’ gaydar. Maybe they were close friends. But how could that be, if Tim had thought Nelson was Javier, back there in the riot?

Unless Nelson had slept a hell of a lot longer than he usually did, and the two of them hooked up while he was out. He touched his chin. Rough, new stubble. No weird sleeping patterns; it was still the same day.

Curious…in the way that Nelson enjoyed. His brain, even as serotonin-saturated and dopamine-deprived as it now was, made a grudging attempt to interpret what he observed, and how it fit with what he remembered. Yellow truck, red bandanna. A visual clue, one they would have needed to arrange beforehand. They had known each other. Just not on sight.

Tim bent in to look harder at the screen. Javier shifted his arm, not so that Tim didn’t need to touch it—rather, so that their bodies could fit together more closely. And all Nelson had gotten was a brush of Javier’s fingertips when he tried a similar move, back at the job fair with the puzzle pieces.

Tim whispered something and slipped his hand through Javier’s so he could hit a few function keys. A cascade of stuff flashed on the monitor. Major geekage…and it took one to know one.

“No, no, it’s a video…where’s the volume?” Javier was losing his whisper.

“That’s print.”

“Then where…?”

“Stop it, I’ve got it.”

“Wait—not that message.”

The wicked-fast computer lit up with a video on the big dinosaur of a monitor. Bodies. A mob. And the sound of screams and sirens, loud and sudden in the hushed room.

Randy snorted awake. “Shit, I thought I was back there at the…what time is it?”

Tim turned to look at Randy while Javier jabbed at the keyboard. The video went mute. The churning mass of bodies was even weirder without volume. Tim spotted Nelson and jumped away from Javier as if they’d been caught surfing porn at the office. Nelson shifted and felt the big sweatpants he was wearing slip down over his hip. He caught them by the waistband and hiked them up, but the elastic was stretched out, and they drooped again the second he let go.

“Hello?” Randy said. “What time is it?”

“Three,” Javier snapped. He was pounding windows closed for all he was worth.

“You’re awake,” Tim said to Nelson.

Nelson hiked up the sweatpants again, then folded the waistband in a few inches and rolled it a couple of times to encourage them to stay put. The pants rode low on his hips now, but they’d hold as long as he managed to keep from stepping on the cuffs and pulling them down. “Can I get some water?”

“Yeah. Sure. Here, let me—” Tim jumped up and rounded the kitchen island. “I’ll wash out a mug. They’re both dirty.”

Nervous, or just twitchy? Nelson couldn’t tell, not yet. He didn’t know Tim well enough. Javier—now he was definitely acting shifty. It wouldn’t do any good to make him feel cornered, so Nelson sidled up next to the hulking behemoth of a twenty-year-old laser printer and made it clear he was not looking at the monitor. Because who gave two shits what was on the screen when he could be checking out Javier instead?

Javier’s jet black hair had a messy, windswept look to it, his tie was gone, and the top two buttons of his shirt were undone. No undershirt. Chest hair. Nelson allowed himself to gawk, since Javier’s eye was fixed on the screen. “So, anything fun happen while I was tripping?” Nelson ventured.

“You seem awfully laissez-faire.” Javier glanced at Nelson briefly while he spoke, then focused again on the computer.

“But I’m crying on the inside.” Damn. Another dollar for the cliché jar. “Really, though, what happened? Why are we all camped out here?”

Randy answered. “No phone service, no news coverage, and the lower east side’s gone all Lord of the Flies. That’s what.”

Tim handed Nelson a mug of water. He was a close-stander. Nelson backed up a step and drained the mug. The water was cold and tasted like the inside of a refrigerator, though Tim didn’t strike Nelson as the type of guy to be into the whole fancy water filter craze. He looked more like the type of guy who’d stick his head in the sink and drink straight from the faucet to avoid getting a glass dirty. If he bothered with filtration, it was probably because the plumbing in his old building made the water taste funky. 

Nelson tipped the last few drops into his mouth. Still dehydrated. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Javier hit a final key, then relax…until Javier noticed an orange light flashing on the printer. “What’s that?”

Tim took the empty mug from Nelson, big-handed, clumsy. Practically groping it out of his grasp. “More?”

“Yeah, thanks.” Nelson had worked with a similar printer model before, in a lab with no money, testing residual levels of DDT on alfalfa. He scanned the buttons and lights, letting the configuration ease its way through his hazy post-pill head.

All at once, he remembered. “It’s just on bypass,” he said, and flicked a lever in back.

The machine clunked and shuddered, and made a sound like a jet engine preparing for takeoff as the rollers heated up. Javier shot out of his seat and spread his hands to catch the print—but the machine had been set for outputting labels on a straight path, and a cascade of paper shot from the back instead. The sheets fluttered, and fanned out to cover a daisy chain of patched-together power strips.

“That’s a fire hazard waiting to happen,” Randy said. He grabbed a handful of papers that had landed within arms’ reach of the recliner.

“Give that to me,” Javier said, and Randy automatically shifted it farther away, to his opposite hand, and peered down the length of his arm to get a look at it before Javier had a chance to grab it from him.

Nelson couldn’t resist, either. He snagged the final page as it slid from the back of the laser printer. Whatever the big secret was, Tim didn’t seem to be in on it. He stood there with a mug of water in his hand, blinking at the confusion.

Nelson glanced down at the page he’d caught.




-6-

to the nape of your neck. I press my teeth against it.




VoR: Yeah.




J: Should I bite you? You like that?




VoR: Yeah.




J: You feel my teeth, hard against your skin. I hold them there while I’m pumping your cock. Do it. Good and hard. That’s my hand. And press your neck into the back of your chair so you can feel my teeth on you while I bite you. Stroke it fast.




VoR: Yeah.




J: You’re doing it fast? I have no mercy—I want you so hard you BEG me to bury my cock in your ass.




VoR: Fuck. Do it.




“Ho, man,” Randy laughed. “This is a whole page about choad-sucking. Serious? You gay guys dig this shit? Way too close to the back door for my comfort. But I guess that’s the whole point.”

Schwing. 

Nelson considered whether he should rearrange himself, or if it would just call attention to the fact that he’d be more than happy to participate in a page or two of “choad-sucking,” as Randy so eloquently put it. Not with Randy, of course. With….

Javier snatched the page out of Randy’s hand and wadded it into a ball. 

“What?” Randy said. “It’s not like I’ve never seen porn before. Although, I usually go for pictures, myself….”

“Shut. Up.”

Seriously, didn’t everyone have their stash? What was the big deal? Besides, it wasn’t Javier’s stash, it was Tim’s. Javier seemed to be pretty worked up about it, almost as if he was taking it personally. What if…?

Nelson glanced down at the paper in his hand as unobtrusively as possible.




J: You like that hot, hard cock pressing into your tight ass?




VoR: So good. Do it.




Not porn. A chat transcript. And, holy smokes, this “J” dude might actually be….

Nelson enjoyed a giddy rush. Then he slowly, carefully, with just a single hand, folded the sheet of paper and slipped it into his pocket.

Javier swept by and grabbed up all the pages from the floor. “Where’s your garbage?”

Tim looked baffled. “Under the sink. But the recycling….”

Javier tore the transcript into small pieces. He even unwadded the page Randy’d been reading and tore that up, too. And he stuffed it all into the garbage.

“Hey.” Randy spread his hands in a conciliatory gesture. “Dude, who cares?”

“Not another word.”

“It’s really no big deal.” 

“Shut it.”

Randy sighed, and shrugged, and settled back into the recliner.


Chapter 11




Tim stood, holding the mug two-handed, and waited patiently for Nelson to take it like he was bearing an offering. If Nelson had looked good in his medicated sleep while Tim dressed him, he looked super-good now—because it wasn’t exactly his features or his body that made Tim stupid with want. It was the way he held himself, and the shrewd light in his eyes. He was busy watching Javier and Randy bicker over some printout, and Tim? Tim was busy watching him.

Nelson tucked his hair behind his ear and hiked up his borrowed sweatpants—Tim might never wash them again—which just slipped back down over the crest of his tattooed hipbone. Tim wet his lips. Javier stuffed something into the garbage, then announced that he needed some air, and stomped out onto the fire escape. Nelson noticed Tim standing there with the water, took it, and said, “Uh, thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” 

Nelson raised the cup to his lips, turned and walked around Tim, and drank. God. Tim felt like such a spaz.

Nelson approached Randy. “You got a hell of a shiner.”

“Damn straight.”

“Well, you’ll have a good story to tell.”

“That’s not all. Asshole nearly knocked my tooth out. Look, it wiggles.”

Nelson crouched beside the recliner. “Hold on, lemme see that.”

“Why—you’re a dentist now?” Randy asked, his tone indicating he thought it was just as likely that Nelson was CEO of Canaan Products, Inc. 

Nelson was unfazed. He adjusted the reading lamp behind the recliner, leaned over Randy and peeled back his lip. “That’s just barely hanging in there, but I think it’s still got its blood supply. You need to stop messing around with it.”

“Oh, fuck me.”

“You should stabilize it ’til you can get to the dentist.”

“How?”

Nelson turned to Tim and asked, as if he wouldn’t expect a “yes” in a million years, “You wouldn’t happen to have any emergency dental cement, would you?”

Tim ran through a mental catalog of his first aid kits. “No.” Obviously, he’d need to add some the next time he gathered supplies.

“Super-bond Glue?”

“No.” Tim felt ridiculously unprepared.

Nelson thought for a moment. “Okay, where’re my clothes?”

Tim pointed at the neatly folded clothes on the kitchen island, slacks stained, dress shirt torn and bloody. While Nelson shook out the pants and went through the pockets, Tim realized he’d blown the opportunity to look at Nelson’s drivers’ license. Though he already knew Nelson’s birthdate. Had even pictured himself taking Nelson out for coffee. Picking out a card. Maybe a gift. He hadn’t quite figured out what would be inside the box…but something that would make Nelson Oliver see what a great person Tim was.

Nelson rifled through the pockets. He ignored his wallet and grabbed, instead, a pack of gum. He chewed a piece while both Randy and Tim stared. Then he pulled the gum wad from his mouth and said to Randy, “Consider yourself lucky you’ve got someone willing to chew your gum for you.”

“Dude, you’re not gonna…sick.”

“You want to save your tooth, or not? ’Cos I guarantee you’ll rip it right out of your head if you try to chew it yourself.”

“Does this seriously have a chance of working?”

“It might. All they’d do at the dentist is wire your teeth together so the loose one stops moving until it tightens up in its socket. This’ll hold until morning—as long as you don’t keep poking it with your tongue.”

Randy gave an “Oh, all right,” eye roll. 

 “Lay back.”

Randy pushed the recliner to full-sprawl, and winced as Nelson slung a leg over his lap to get in good and close. The sweatpants rode down in back, dragging at Nelson’s boxers. More tattoos. Butt cheek. Crack. Tim’s pulse roared in his ears and he wondered if he might actually faint—and whether he could claim dental phobia with any plausibility if he did.

“Don’t worry.” Nelson braced his elbow on Randy’s shoulder. “I’ll still respect you in the morning.”

“Ha ha.”

Tim closed his eyes for a moment when Nelson shoved his fingers into Randy’s mouth. It was too much. Sensory overload. But then he realized he’d never forgive himself if he didn’t watch.

A lock of Nelson’s hair had fallen forward. The tip was sun-blond, fading to sandy almost-brown by the roots. It tickled the corner of his mouth. “Don’t chew it,” he told Randy. “Don’t poke it. Don’t get it spitty if you can help it. Just let it keep your tooth as immobile as possible.”

Randy said, “Okay,” which sounded more like, “Ho hey,” with Nelson’s fingers in his mouth, pressing the gum into place.

If only, Tim thought, someone had knocked out one of his teeth.

“Bite down,” Nelson said. “But when you open back up, hold the gum in place and make sure it stays stuck to your upper teeth. How’s that feel?”

“Okay.”

“Now forget it’s there.” Nelson dismounted. 

Randy sighed in resignation. “Minty fresh.”

Nelson tucked his hair behind his ear and hiked up the sweatpants. Which rode back down again the moment he let go.

“How did you know to do that?” Randy asked him.

Nelson smiled, mostly to himself. “You really want to know?”

“I asked, didn’t I?”

Tim envied their light, bantery tone. He was sure if he’d had the balls to join the conversation he’d talk too loudly. Or stammer. Or say something profoundly stupid.

“I had a cadaver head in grad school. Advanced physiology.”

“What the hell were you studying to be? Frankenstein?”

Nelson laughed. “Ten points to you for knowing that Frankenstein was the name of the doctor and not the creature—and using it correctly in a sentence.”

They went on like that, Nelson telling Randy about the head—male, Caucasian, gray-haired, strangely asymmetrical and a bit jaundiced; he’d needed to share it with three lab partners since he was majoring in biology rather than medicine—and Randy piping in with questions that made Nelson open up and reveal such fascinating things about himself.

And Tim stood there and said nothing.

Randy made talking with Nelson look so easy. He wasn’t nervous. Of course not. He was straight. And he didn’t think having Nelson Oliver straddling him and thrusting fingers into his mouth ventured into fantasy territory.

Tim wished he’d had the foresight, and the backbone, to sneak a photo with his cell phone. Nelson turned to Tim, then, and Tim had a moment of panic where he wondered if he’d somehow managed to confess his urge aloud. But all Nelson said was, “Where’s Javier?”

“Fire escape.” There. He’d managed not to stammer.

Nelson shuffled to the window with the cuffs of the sweatpants covering most of each foot, and called out, “What was that video you were playing? Was that shot outside the job fair?”

“Yes. I suppose.”

“Come back in and play it again—I want to get a better look. Or are you claustrophobic or something?”

The window opened. “I’m fine.” Javier’s chest brushed Nelson’s as he slipped back into the room, and Tim felt another pang of envy. Was it Tim’s imagination, or had everyone but him managed to touch Nelson?

Javier sat at the computer and Nelson held the back of the office chair and leaned over his shoulder. No, definitely not Tim’s imagination.

Javier moused and hit a few keys, and the video began to play. “Full screen?” he asked.

“No, leave it. The resolution’s crisper when it’s not zoomed in.” Sirens. Shouts. Screams. “Hold on, did you see that sign?”

Javier paused the video. It lagged. Slow on the side of the server where it was hosted, Tim thought. Not his connection.

“Go back,” Nelson said.

“Yes, I know.” Javier repositioned the playhead and the video buffered quickly, and restarted.

“There. Pause it th—you missed it.”

“I know what you’re trying to see. Give me a second.” Javier backed up the video again and tried to catch the frame where a white tagboard protest sign flashed by, but all he got was a pixelated blur.

“Right-click on the video and download it,” Tim said. “We’ll have better control if it’s not streaming.”

“Cool,” Nelson said. Tim basked in the approval. Nelson reached around Javier, one hand on each side, and said, “I’ll just check my email quick while it downloads.”

Tim gaped. How had he not yet managed to find himself in the path of Nelson’s nonchalant groping? Javier slipped out of Nelson’s arms, stood up, and said, “Take the chair.”

“You sure? I’ll just be a second.” Nelson flashed a crooked smile over his shoulder at Javier, then turned to the computer, bent over the back of the chair as if to prove the point that he really didn’t need to sit down, and began typing. “There’s never anything in here but bad jokes from my manager and off-brand dick pills.” He pulled up an email account and scanned a few messages. His shoulders tensed. He closed the browser, and his easygoing manner fell completely away. “I gotta go.”

“What?” Tim said. “You can’t go now.”

“Dude,” Randy said. “It’s totally not safe out there. Some fucker with a shotgun tried to carjack us just a few blocks from here.”

“That was a semiautomatic,” Tim snapped, “not a shotgun. And it wasn’t a carjacking. He didn’t take the truck, did he?” 

“He took my hundred dollars.”

Nelson went to the window and peeled back the newspaper, though there wasn’t anything he could see that would have helped him get his bearings. “We’re on Mott just off Grand,” Tim told him.

“Right. I just need to get to my apartment on Baxter.”

Nelson lived in the heart of Chinatown, while Tim’s apartment was right on the fringe? They were practically neighbors. Tim felt lightheaded.

“Don’t go alone,” Randy said. “I’ll go with you.”

“No, no, someone should stay with Marianne,” Tim said. “I’ll go.” 

“It’s still dangerous out there,” Javier said. “I should go, too.”

Nelson pulled the fold out of the sweatpants waistband and let them fall around his ankles so he could step out of them. Tim did his best to keep his eyes in his head while Nelson bent to step into his dress slacks. He seemed totally unconcerned, both about changing in front of everyone else, and about who, if anyone, would venture outside with him.

“I’ll drive,” Tim said.

“It would take you longer to park than it would take me to walk,” Nelson said. “Plus it’ll draw less attention.” He peeked out the window again, though he couldn’t see much of the street from where he was. “I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

“Don’t be a dumbass,” Randy said. “Let Bones over there walk you home.”

Tim could practically feel the unflattering shadows thrown by his frame beneath the overhead light as a tangible thing on his skin. Thankfully, though, there was a distraction that saved him from also feeling Nelson’s eyes on him at that very moment.

“You’re leaving?” Everyone turned to find Marianne standing in the bedroom doorway in one of Tim’s T-shirts, which hung halfway to her scraped knees. “Now? In the middle of the night? Are you nuts?”

“Something’s going on at home. I need to get over there—see if I can help.”

“Fine,” Marianne said. “Give me five minutes to get dressed. You go? We all go.” She went back into the bedroom to pull her things together without waiting to see that Nelson had acquiesced. Nelson shifted his weight from foot to foot as if five minutes was too long to wait.

Randy stood and pulled on his sport coat. “You know she’s right,” he said—and then the computer made a loud beep that cut off whatever else he might have wanted to add.

“The video’s done downloading,” Tim said.

Nelson dropped down into the chair, navigated to the download folder, and double clicked the file name.

It filled the screen this time. People surging, jostling, pressing up against each other while the camera struggled to remain stationary, but couldn’t manage to keep from being jerked around. A businessman in a one-sleeved suit coat smashed a cab window with a hunk of asphalt, then someone threw a punch at him, and the camera jerked away and settled on a different part of the crowd. No less chaotic. A cop beat down a slight, longhaired protestor with his riot shield. 

Nelson groaned. “That could’ve been me.”

Marianne drifted up, dressed now, as well as she could be in her heelless shoes and torn skirt, and looked over his shoulder. He stopped the frame on the protest sign, and even Randy stood up to get a better look at it.

Child Killers

“I told you they found out about those factories in Mexico,” Marianne said. “Some of the workers were twelve and thirteen years old. They locked them in. Total fire hazard. Especially the way manna plants are always blowing up.”

“That hasn’t happened in over five years,” Nelson said. “Now that they know ventilating the fermentation gasses won’t affect the consistency if they do it after the coagulation process gets going.”

“Maybe the Voice of Reason did another update while we were asleep,” Marianne suggested. “I’ll bet they saw this video. Maybe they’ll know what it means.”

“Who?” Nelson asked.

“No,” Tim told her. “I checked like fifteen minutes ago. Nothing new. We’ll look again later—right now, we’ve got to get going.”

Tim’s guests pulled together whatever few possessions they’d managed to bring with them. Tim shrugged on his army surplus jacket, slung his battered messenger bag over his shoulder, and stuffed a roll of toilet paper, a sock full of emergency cash, his netbook, and a few pounds of manna into it. What he really wanted to bring was the portable 2TB backup drive, but he suspected it would call too much attention if he unhooked the firewire and disconnected the power supply. The flash drive, though…that was too precious to let out of his possession. He pulled it from its USB port—the warning about not ejecting the disc properly had been disabled years ago—and tucked it next to his cell phone and wallet.

Nelson transferred a folded piece of paper from the sweatpants to his slacks, then went through the rest of his pockets—gum, wallet, keys—and a few business cards fluttered to the floor. He ignored them. Tim felt his heart beat faster.

It made sense for Tim to be the last one out. He needed to lock up, after all. So while everyone else was turned toward the door, he grabbed one of the cards and glanced at it—Nelson T. Oliver, PhD, food science / manna specialist—then pocketed it.

It might not be the most satisfying way to get Nelson’s phone number. But it would do.


Chapter 12




It was cold and damp outside. The sky, pre-dawn dark. The streets felt too quiet, like they were holding their breath, waiting for a new surge of panic like the burst of violence outside the job fair. Only this one would be worse, because it would be premeditated, fueled by greed and revenge. The desire to loot. To destroy.

Javier wanted to believe that human beings were intrinsically good—and that it was mainly circumstance that drove them to destroy one another without morals, without conscience. But maintaining that belief was a challenge.

The five of them walked in a tight group, with Marianne in the middle and Randy, the largest, bringing up the rear. Nelson still looked woozy from his medication, but it was clear from the way he’d gone quiet that whatever happened at home was serious, probably more serious than he’d let on, judging by the way his manner had become abruptly sober.

If Nelson had carried himself more like he did now—quiet, focused—rather than acting like a horny teenager, Javier could very well have fallen for him back at the ill-fated job fair. Javier wasn’t sure what that said about himself.

Canal Street seemed safest, wide and obvious, with fewer places for desperate men armed with guns or baseball bats to descend on them. The streetlights were lit, but traffic now seemed sparse, even for the predawn hour. They turned down a narrow side street only at the last possible moment, once they were well into Chinatown. 

Despite the fact that the immigrants here lived in apartment buildings rather than corrugated metal lean-tos, the third-world smell wasn’t that different from the shantytowns of Caracas. Piss and garbage. Smoke. Fish. The fish bodies rolled in on trucks filled with ice in the wee hours of the morning, where they were traded in the back rooms of the jewelry exchanges and the bail bonds shops. Manna might be nearly as cheap as its packaging, but that didn’t mean the older refugees ate it. The food of their culture was all that remained of their identities. Ironic, when those who stayed behind in Asia were now subsisting on rice-flavored manna.

Nelson led the group to a dark red doorway covered in graffiti four or five layers deep, and he pressed the intercom. A woman’s voice answered in an Eastern language. “It’s Nelson,” he said, “I’m home.” Before he could get his key in the lock, the door buzzed open.

“You live with an actual Chinese family?” Randy said—he seemed genuinely surprised.

“Vietnamese. It’s…well, it just worked out that way.” He took the narrow stairs two at a time. Everyone kept up with him. There was certainly enough adrenaline coursing through all their veins to make it easy.

“You speak the language?”

“Me? Not very well. It’s all vowels. And whenever I try, I manage to screw it up and say something rude. They’ve got like a hundred pronouns and I always pick the worst one.”

On the third floor, he stopped in front of a door with gang symbols scrawled on it in scuffed marker, and pushed the key into the lock. Before he turned it, he said, “Maybe you guys should wait in my room. Grandma’s not used to seeing so many towering non-Asian guys. Especially guys all beat up and bruised.

“Now I’m curious,” Randy said. “When this is all over, you gotta have me over for a beer and a baseball game.”

“It’s a date.” 

Nelson opened the door, and a pre-adolescent boy hovered in the hallway, shifting anxiously, much the way Nelson had when he was eager to leave Tim’s apartment. Javier doubted he was solely Vietnamese, and not just from the American jeans and T-shirt he wore or the way he carried himself. His hair and eyes were dark brown, but his features were a blend of Asian and Anglo. “Did you find her?” He spoke English without an accent.

“I just got your email.”

“But I sent it last night. What were you—?”

“I had a migraine.” Nelson took him by the shoulders, turned him, and encouraged him to walk up the hall so everyone else could squeeze in. Randy locked the door behind him.

“Who’re all these people?” The boy strained to look back over his shoulder as Nelson herded him in. He regarded Javier’s eye patch with a mixture of curiosity and awe that wasn’t unlike Nelson’s strange fetishizing appraisal at the job fair.

“Introductions—friends, Bobby. Bobby, friends. Look…I know you have a lot of questions, but let’s sort a few things out and try to track down your mom first. Okay?”

Nelson pushed open the door to a bedroom and waved toward it. “I’ll be right in,” he said, without looking to see what anyone was doing in his room. Instead, he propelled Bobby to the end of the hall, which opened up into a larger living space. Javier hovered in the doorway, and cocked his head to see. A larger living space, yes, but filled to capacity. The walls were hung with shelves full of candles and statuettes, and a ten-speed bike hung from the ceiling. Voices filtered in, a woman speaking Vietnamese, then the boy translating, Nelson answering, but they spoke quickly in hushed voices, so Javier couldn’t really discern anything other than what he’d been told.

“So d’you suppose that’s his kid,” Randy mused, “or what?”

Javier turned toward Nelson’s room. The bed, a desk, and a dresser with a huge tube TV on it filled the floor space. Tim was inspecting a leaning stack of DVDs that was one good stomp away from falling over. Randy and Marianne were looking at an inkjet printout, a photo of Nelson and Bobby with pretend noses and mustaches superimposed over their regular features, laughing. Of course not, Javier almost said. But given Nelson’s age and the fact that the boy was half-Anglo, it was certainly possible. And why else would Nelson be living with a Vietnamese family three generations deep? “What difference does it make?” he said. It sounded snippy, even to him.

“He just didn’t strike me as the daddy-type,” Randy said.

“Not really,” Marianne agreed. “Childish himself. Or maybe child-like. That’s probably a better description.”

At least, Javier thought, neither of them presumed that being homosexual precluded Nelson from fathering a child. For all they knew, ten years ago Nelson might have still been concerned with fitting in, dating women to reassure himself the attraction to men was just curiosity, nothing more. 

Which didn’t ring true to Javier, even as he thought it. That was his story. He doubted it was Nelson’s. Even knowing him for only a day, Javier could see Nelson didn’t give a damn what anyone thought, and probably never had.

Javier glanced at the bed. The sheets were mismatched, and the faded paisley bedspread was stained as if a glass of red wine had spilled on it years ago and never quite come clean. The bed was big enough for two, with two pillows, but the pillows were stacked on top of one another as if only one person had used them. Possessions were piled and scattered—books, a guitar, a chess set, a microscope covered in punk rock stickers—but they all seemed like Nelson’s things. Not those of a mysterious missing Vietnamese woman.

Nelson headed back down the hall with Bobby trailing behind. “Where’s my phone?” Nelson asked him.

“Charging.”

“Good thinking.” He slipped past Javier, touching him as usual, but distractedly now, a brief hand on the shoulder to keep from colliding with him as he navigated the doorway. Tim flinched back from Nelson’s desk as if he’d been caught snooping. Marianne sat on the bed and pulled out her phone. “There’s still no signal.”

Nelson pulled his phone from the charger buried among books and papers on his desk. “No, but Internet’s up. I might be able to get a VOIP connection.” He opened an app, dialed, then held up his finger for quiet. Everyone leaned toward him, straining with hope.

When the man on the other end answered, his voice sounded small and far away. But it was audible. “Cullen.”

“Kev. It’s Nelson.”

“Shit, it’s crazy here…some kind of riot—”

“I know. I was there.”

“We had a few dozen incoming last night, and there’s still more trickling in. The bigwigs are meeting right now to decide whether they’re gonna activate the Unified Victim ID System.”

“Kevin…” Nelson’s voice was strained. “Tuyet’s missing.”

There was a beat where Javier wondered if Nelson had shifted his grip on the phone, preventing this Kevin’s reply from being heard. But after a pause, he said, “I’ll check and call you right back.”

“Why would you ask him?” Bobby stood in the hall, agitated.

“Go sit with Grandma, okay?”

Bobby’s face crumpled, and he turned and ran toward the living room. Nelson pushed past Javier again. Javier found himself missing all those flirtatious brushes and touches from before. It was less than a day ago—but now it seemed like a distant, fading memory from a much better time.

“Bobby—” 

“Why’d you call Kevin? She’s not at the morgue. She’s not.”

“Shut up, you’ll just freak your grandmother out. Bobby? Don’t you dare tell her.”

Javier slipped out of the bedroom and eased his way toward the living room. It was fairly large, but a lofted bed with a desk beneath it took up much of the space. The smell of Asian cooking was strong. A glance into the adjacent kitchen revealed it was just as cluttered with items as the rest of the apartment, baskets of fresh produce, strange, foreign-looking pots and pans, a steamer, a huge ladle.

“He’s got a VOIP phone too,” Nelson said in desperation. “That’s all. Bobby, stop bawling.” 

A short, thin woman—not exactly what Javier had been picturing as “Grandma,” since she was maybe in her late forties, wearing a Knicks sweatshirt and her hair in a tight ponytail—was whispering something urgent to Nelson in Vietnamese. He was right. It was practically all vowels.

She glanced at Javier, his eye patch, then turned back to Nelson and said something else…or maybe it was whatever she’d just said, repeated with more emphasis.

He stammered something back in halting Vietnamese. It sounded incongruous coming from his mouth, like hearing a Berber slip into French. Even so, at that moment, Javier felt something inside him shift. Something profound. He’d assumed plenty of things about Nelson Oliver. Entitled. Overeducated. Shallow. Playboy. And now he could see that every last one of them had been wrong.




***




“It’s okay,” Nelson told bà ngoai in Vietnamese. Since that was his go-to phrase, something that meant anything from, “Don’t worry about the B on Bao’s report card,” or, “we’ll figure out a way to pay the electric bill,” or, “that guy I brought home was just leaving,” the family’s matriarch wasn’t particularly comforted.

Bao—Bobby—told his grandmother something that sounded pretty much like, “Nelson’s going to find mom.” Nelson didn’t think he heard the word morgue in there. Not that he knew the Vietnamese word for morgue. Hopefully Bobby didn’t, either.

If Pham Thi Mai had been an American woman—or, heck, even a white woman of almost any nationality—Nelson would have hugged her, or at least patted her on the arm. But bà ngoai didn’t do displays of affection. Even arm-pats. “Mai,” Nelson said, hoping she’d understand that by using her given name he was being urgent, and not rude. “It’s okay.”

She stared him in the eye, and it spooked him. Mai was no more fond of eye contact than she was of physical contact. She hadn’t looked at him like that in years, not since she’d worked out that while Nelson was happy to be the man of her house, he didn’t intend to be the man in her daughter’s bed, and they’d fallen into a sort of truce. Nelson was the one to look away. No doubt there was a whole laundry list of stuff they should do while they waited for Kevin to call back. Things like…like….

He couldn’t think of a damn thing. And that scared the shit out of him.

When he turned away from bà ngoai to escape the weight of her unaccustomed gaze, he saw his ragtag group of new friends clustered in the hallway. Marianne was there in front with her ruined shoes, toes upturned, looking like a beat-up elf. Randy stood behind her with precisely half his face covered in a blue-green bruise like some sort of comic book villain. Javier’s expression was unreadable. Tim—well, that weirdo was probably still rifling through Nelson’s desk.

Nelson went to the stack of plastic tubs that served as Tuyet’s wardrobe, and pulled out a pair of slip-on shoes, trendy little mules with braided hemp around the soles and beaded tassels dangling off the top. Bobby looked like he was about to challenge Nelson for going through his mother’s things, but a stern look from bà ngoai kept him quiet. Nelson handed the shoes to Marianne. “Here, do these fit?”

Marianne toed off her ruined pumps and tried them on. “A little snug, but a lot more comfortable than walking around with my toes pointed at the sky. My calves are killing me.”

Nelson cleaved through the group in the hallway and went back in his room. Half his desk was covered with a scale model of the Titanic made of recycled snips of plastic that he and Bobby had been putting together. It didn’t look much like the ocean liner, but it was something constructive to do. Epoxy? No, too hot, and it took too long to set. There—super-bond glue. He held up the tube. “C’mere, Randy. You can lose the gum.”

“You’re gonna glue my tooth back in?”

“No, you don’t want this stuff leaching into your bloodstream through your gums. I’m gonna stick it to the tooth’s next door neighbors. It should hold for a couple of days, as long as you take care not to chew on it. Then all your dentist needs to do is buff off the glue and wire your teeth together ’til it re-implants.”

Randy didn’t slip into the point / counterpoint dynamic he and Nelson enjoyed; he seemed to sense when it would be to his advantage to just shut up because Nelson knew what he was doing. He sat at the desk and allowed Nelson to probe around in his mouth again, which felt weird, because unlike the cadaver head, Randy was breathing on him. “It’ll be hot for a couple of minutes—you’ll feel it if your teeth are sensitive—but then the resin will cure and you’ll be good and glued.” Nelson squeezed some glue onto a scrap of paper and scooped up a bead of it with the broad end of a toothpick, like he’d done so many times before on the crappy model of the Titanic. “Here, hold up your lip for me, and don’t let go. I’d hate for you to glue your mouth shut.”

It felt good to have something purposeful to do. It almost made him stop thinking about the possibility of finding Tuyet on a metal slab.


Chapter 13




The smokestacks were very clever. Shampoo bottles and takeout coffee cup lids had been snipped apart and used in such a way that some well-placed logos formed the black and gold layers of the stacks. But of course it was clever. Tim wouldn’t have expected anything different.

Although the Vietnamese family really was a bit of a shock. Jealousy had rocked Tim—quietly, as the things that turned his life upside down typically did—until he realized there weren’t any pictures of a Vietnamese woman in Nelson’s room. A few casual shots of Nelson and Bobby, yes. But that felt okay. Maybe a bit disappointing, in that he’d never imagined Nelson to be on the I-must-exercise-my-right-to-a-child bandwagon. At least the kid seemed nice enough. A bit older, well past that overly-precious stage. More like an actual person.

Tim stared hard at the plastic ship model while Nelson glued Randy’s tooth in, and he did his best not to think that Nelson would make a totally awesome survivalist, with his quick wit, and his martial arts, and all his education—but, of course, telling himself to stop thinking about something only made him think it more. 

Maybe it was for the best that Nelson already had a son. One of the parting comments Tim’s ex had made was that maybe the whole “gay thing” wasn’t worth it. Maybe he wanted to settle down and have a family, before all the women who hadn’t had their tubes snipped were taken.

Where Phil was now was anybody’s guess. Tim could have kept tabs on him, but had been very deliberate about letting him drop off the radar. Maybe he’d found his future wife by now. Or maybe he’d only been saying he wanted something Tim couldn’t give him just to be hurtful.

“Okay,” Nelson said. “Glue’s cured. You should still chew on the other side and stick with plain, steamed manna. But that’ll hold for now.”

“As of right now, I’m going on a diet,” Randy said. “No more punch.”

As Tim tried, and failed, to stop staring, Nelson peeled off his shirt. “Okay. Clothes. Who needs what?”

Tim needed a shirt that didn’t make him feel like an idiot. Though he strongly suspected Nelson wasn’t offering a fashion rescue. 

Nelson pulled on a long-sleeved thermal top, then a battered T-shirt over that. There was a logo on it, though Tim had no idea which band it was for. Or if it even was a band…or something else, like Nelson’s tattoos. Assuming they were more than just decoration. But they didn’t feel that way to Tim—just like the band logo. He knew it was “something” when he saw it. He just didn’t know what that “something” was.

“Do you have any sweatpants?” Marianne asked. “If I never see pantyhose again, it’ll be too soon.”

Nelson sized her up and tossed a pair of cargo pants her way. “Try those. They have a drawstring waist.” He found another thermal shirt and tossed it her way, too. Unlike Nelson, who was happy to dress and undress in front of anybody and everybody, Marianne slipped out to the bathroom to change in private.

“What about you?” Nelson asked Javier.

“I’m fine.”

“At least take a sweatshirt. It’s cold out there.”

Javier grudgingly reached out for the shirt, but Nelson, instead of letting go when Javier’s hand closed around it, gave it a gentle tug to pull the two of them closer. “But make sure you give it back to me after the dust settles. It’s one of my favorites.”

“Still angling for my phone number.”

“If at first you don’t succeed….”

Tim was staring now, really staring, and he couldn’t tear his eyes away.

Javier and Nelson were staring, too. Not at Tim. At each other. Javier set his jaw and gave the sweatshirt a more definite tug, which dragged Nelson even closer. Once they stood right up against each other, and once they’d stared at each other long and hard, Javier dropped the shirt and grabbed a thick black marker off Nelson’s desk. He took Nelson’s wrist none too gently, turned his arm over, shoved his sleeve up and scrawled a number on the underside of his forearm.

Tim’s brain was caught in a loop, and “Oh my God” seemed to be the only phrase his mind was willing to produce—because, while it seemed like he should feel jealous that Nelson would look at Javier like that…he was equally as blown away by the appearance of the Javier he’d met in the chatroom. The hot Javier. Hot? No, that word didn’t even come close.

This Javier was scorching. 

A fuzzy ringtone—possibly also a band, though Tim wasn’t positive—broke the tension of the staring and the staring and the staring. 




***




Elation turned to dread so quickly Nelson was surprised he didn’t get whiplash when Kevin’s photo popped up on his phone. “Nelson,” he began…and then he didn’t follow it up with a phrase like, “everything’s fine.” He just breathed, groping for words.

Nelson turned away from Javier, from everyone, so that he faced the wall, and said, “Is she there or not?”

“That’s the thing.” Kevin exhaled a gusty sigh into his phone that came across as distortion. “I’d need you to I.D. her.”

“Are you serious?” 

“Nelson—”

“You’d fall back on fucking procedure with me? With me?”

“I…it…if you’d just calm down a second—”

“Calm down?”

“Because I can’t…I can’t tell if it’s her or not.”

How could he not be able to tell? He knew damn well what Tuyet looked like. He stared at her hard enough when he thought no one else was looking. Nelson’s brain was firing in overdrive, though, and there were dozens of reasons someone might be unable to identify a body. Bloat. Crushing injury. Missing head. Sonofa…he tipped forward and pressed his forehead into the wall, and wondered if he was going to throw up. His knees felt wobbly, and only partially from the serotonin oversaturation. “Send me a picture,” he said finally, in a very small voice.

“It’s bad.” Kevin’s voice was just as small.

“I don’t know how long it’ll take me to get up there, maybe hours, and all that time I’m gonna be thinking the worst. If I can tell you now, then we’ll know. Right now. We’ll know.”

“Hold on. I gotta wait ’til Dreyer’s out of range.” It was probably illegal to send a photo from the county morgue, or if not illegal, in violation of departmental policy. Kevin could probably be demoted or even fired, though at that particular moment, Nelson didn’t care. 

Kevin had stopped talking, but his side of the connection didn’t go completely quiet. He breathed loud through his nose, and in the background, footsteps echoed off all the hard surfaces—linoleum, plastic, stainless steel. 

“I’ll start with her shirt,” Kevin whispered.

Oh hell. It had to be bad if they were going by the clothing. A few moments later, Nelson’s inbox received a photo. He steeled himself, and he opened it. Blood, partially dried. He noticed the color of the fabric, the cut of the neckline, sure. But it was phenomenally difficult to move past the blood.

Kevin was there, waiting patiently, when Nelson navigated away from the photo and put the phone to his ear. “I’m not sure if she has a blouse like that or not. How about jewelry?”

“No jewelry.”

“Is she definitely…Asian?” What Nelson really wanted to know was whether or not there was enough left of the body to tell. Thankfully, Kevin didn’t make him say it.

“Asian or Hispanic.”

“Her hair?”

“It’s singed at the ends so it’s hard to tell for sure—but it would be the right length. Unless she got her hair cut recently?” Kevin’s voice turned up at the end with the sudden hope that Tuyet had decided to have a makeover, a really recent makeover, since he’d just been by for poker night less than a week before.

“Just show me her face,” Nelson said.

“That won’t help you.”

“I might notice something you missed.”

“I really don’t think you—”

“Who’s been living with her for the past dozen years? Me. Not you. So shut up and send me the fucking picture.” Nelson had never spoken to Kevin like that. In fact, he didn’t talk like that to anyone, period. 

Kevin could have hung up on him, but he didn’t. A pause, and then Kevin said, “Okay, check your inbox.”

Even on the small screen, and even holding it at arm’s length, squinting, the blood-and-gristle sight of the wrecked face was more than Nelson could handle. A huge whooshing sound enveloped him—like a migraine, a nasty migraine, and yet different.

At least with a migraine, there was a sense of passing time. Excruciatingly slow, if there were no meds. Faster, like falling into and waking from a nap, if there were. But this reaction was more like a drinking binge that ended in a blackout. Now there were arms around him, fingers stroking his hair. Those details came into focus slowly. But whatever had come before was simply gone as if it had never happened, and Nelson struggled to recall….

“Are you awake? I’ve got you.” A voice Nelson half-recognized, soft in his ear. “I’ll take care of you.”

Nelson’s head began to clear. His cheek was pressed into a short beard—or maybe it was long stubble.

Tim?

Tim ran a hand down Nelson’s upper arm and chafed the feeling back into his tingling limbs. “Are you with us?”

“What happened?”

“You had a jolt. And you’re probably not even recovered from yesterday’s headache.” He cleared his throat nervously and patted Nelson on the shoulder. “I’ll drive you.”

“Where?”

“To the morgue.”

There was a lurch in which Nelson didn’t remember the specifics, only that they were very, very bad…and then reality rushed back in a big, unwelcome flood. Tim began to pull back, but Nelson wasn’t ready to face the world just yet. He pulled Tim against him and clung. Tim smelled like his bed had. Guyish. And he felt long-limbed and solid, holding Nelson like that. Funny, the comfort of such small things. Especially from such an unexpected source—but it felt right. 

Tim kissed him on the top of the head.

Normally, the gesture might have struck Nelson as bizarre. But at that moment, with his legs shaking with serotonin and shock, and the thought that he really would have vomited if there’d been anything in his stomach, he was grateful to have arms around him, to have something, someone, shielding him from the ugliness of reality, if only for a moment, until he got his feet back under him again.

Once his breathing evened out, and he felt like he could speak a coherent sentence, he pushed himself out of Tim’s grasp and picked up his phone. “Kev?”

“Still here.” Kevin’s voice sounded gravelly.

“You really think it could be her?”

“I don’t know. I don’t even know why all these bodies are coming in.”

“A riot.”

“Yeah, but…usually the cops and the EMTs tell one of us what’s happening, and the rumor mill floats it through the rest of the department. But not now. No one’s telling the grunts in the trenches anything.”

“There’s got to be a few hundred other Asian girls who didn’t come home. And you said she might not even be Asian, right? Didn’t you say she might be Hispanic?”

“Shit, here comes Dreyer…look, just come over. See for yourself. That’s all you can do.”

Kevin ended the call. Nelson supposed that if he were an impartial observer, he would have thought it was ultimately the most respectful thing Kevin could do, to not blindly promise that everything would be okay, but rather, to be realistic—to neither confirm nor deny that the body in the morgue might have belonged to Tuyet. Once.

Now, though, while he was in the middle of it…Nelson wished Kevin had just given him a flimsy platitude. It would have been better than nothing—something to hold on to while they made their way uptown.

The rising sun stabbed blinding rays of light where the shorter buildings squatted between the taller ones. They kept their heads down, and they hurried back to Tim’s truck. All the while, Nelson did his best to forget the look in Bobby’s eyes when Nelson had scrounged up a photo of his mother, and made him pinky-swear to email the VOIP phone the nanosecond Tuyet came home.

And when Bobby had asked where they were going, Nelson had come up with, “Looking for your mother.” Not quite a platitude, not quite a lie…but dangerously close to a falsehood. As a rule, Nelson didn’t lie to Bobby…but, come on. The kid was only twelve.

Images of all the various ways the truck might have been rendered inoperable rose to take the place of Bobby’s pained expression—punctured tires, siphoned gas tank, smashed windshield. Not much of an improvement. But thankfully, the old moving truck was intact, badly painted-over rental logos and all.

“I’ll ride shotgun,” Nelson said. “I’ve been there a million times. If there are roadblocks, I’ll get us around ’em.” 

Randy, who’d been up front on the trip from the job fair, did a double-take at the cargo area as Javier and Marianne slipped in between the boxes. “What’s all this?”

Tim hunched his shoulders. “Um…things.”

Randy narrowed his eyes, now exponentially more interested. “You don’t say.” He hauled himself up between the stacks of large cardboard boxes, shot Nelson a “do you believe this guy?” look, and closed the door behind him.

Nelson and Tim climbed in the front doors, Tim inserted the key, turned it…and the old truck started. Dead battery had been number seventeen, or maybe eighteen, in the ever-growing things-that-might-go-wrong list that Nelson had been compiling.

Tim eased off the brake and let the truck roll to the edge of the driveway. The street was completely empty. Deserted-looking. Angry mob, number twenty-two. Averted.

“So there’s nothing weird about being prepared,” Tim blurted out.

As far as Nelson knew, they hadn’t actually been having whatever conversation Tim had just responded to. “Okay.” He didn’t mention the lack of context to Tim, since the guy had been cool enough to put his ass on the line not only to pull Nelson out of the riot, but to haul him up to Bellevue to see what was what. “Head east. We want to stay clear of the riot area.”

“I can’t take FDR with the truck.”

“Doesn’t matter—I wouldn’t trust it anyway. If traffic’s not moving, we could end up trapped on the thruway.”

Tim turned right. Still no one on the street. “For instance, you never know when something might…you just never know.” He turned onto Bowery and now there actually was traffic. 

Nelson had been worried whoever was on the road would say to hell with the traffic signals and form an impassable line of bumper to bumper traffic (number thirty-six) or cause an accident that would block everyone (thirty-seven), but then he saw a black-and-white parked conspicuously at the main intersection, which seemed to help the drivers all remember that red lights meant “stop.”

Marianne’s voice piped in from the cargo area. “I can’t believe the phones are still down. That’s crazy.”

It had been more than twelve hours…not crazy. Scary. But at least extrapolating why cell phone service would be out of order gave Nelson something less personal to spin. He’d racked up a dozen ideas including “meteor destroys satellite” when Tim said, “Because it was just a matter of time.”

Nelson didn’t think he’d been tuning out a conversation, though he supposed he really had experienced a hell of a day…. “What was?”

“Something big. Something that affected infrastructure…oh, I know, I probably sound like one of those guys who live in the underpass and stand there with cardboard signs that say ‘Ten Days to Armageddon.’ But I’m not, y’know, paranoid. And it’s not a religious thing.”

“Okay.”

“Canaan has lobby groups most people don’t even know about. Directly or indirectly, they’ve got their hands in government on every level: federal, state, even local.”

Though Nelson had never been much for politics, it would have surprised him if Canaan Products hadn’t been trying to work things to its own advantage. “So?”

“So…holy shit.”

“Turn. There.”

The truck swung around a caravan of slow-moving delivery vans onto a frontage road.

“So,” Tim went on, “they probably have people in places other than government. Like the phone company and the cell carriers.”

“Why would Canaan Products want to disable a whole phone network—do you realize how dangerous that is? I’m surprised half the city hasn’t burned down by—watch it.”

“I see it.” A cop strode out into the road and held his hands up to stop the truck. “What if it wasn’t the whole city? What if it was just Manhattan—just anyone in the range of Canaan HQ?” Tim slowed for the cop…and then floored it.

Nelson plastered himself against the back of his seat. “Holy shit—what’re you—?”

The truck careened into a bike lane, screeched along a parked car as metal kissed metal, then swerved back into traffic.

“That was no cop. That wasn’t a real cop jacket he was wearing, just a navy bomber. And his hat didn’t fit right.”

“What’s going on?” Randy called.

Tim yelled back, “Nothing, we’re fine, almost there.”

Nelson’s heart pounded so hard he tasted copper, and to make matters even worse, his right foot was going jimmy-leg again. He chanced a look at Tim. Early morning sun slanting into the cab cast harsh shadows on the veins in his temples and neck—and probably would have picked out the sinews in his jaw, if it weren’t for all the stubble. He looked hard-edged and intense.

“We’re getting close to the parking lot,” Nelson said. “It’s…oh, shit.” Dozens of cars and SUVs jammed the lot’s entrance. “We’ll never—”

Tim veered onto a service road, which was eerily empty. “Which entrance is it?”

“On First Avenue, but—”

“If worse comes to worst, I drop you off and keep driving around the block.”

The “block” that Bellevue Hospital occupied, with its clinics and hospitals and even a homeless shelter, was more like an entire neighborhood bisected by a warren of one-way streets that butted up against the thruway. One trip around would probably do it. Nelson was no stranger to the morgue—he’d met Kevin there a few days ago to borrow a decent tie for the job fair, in fact—but he didn’t plan on lingering today. “Sneak up to Thirty-Fifth, that’ll get you through the overpass, and then you can—”

Eerily deserted side street met mob scene at Thirty-Fifth and First. Tim spotted the crowd immediately, and braked hard. Boxes shifted and thumped the back of the cab. “What is it?” Randy called, more anxiously than he had before.

“Nothing we can’t handle,” Tim said calmly.

For a sick moment, Nelson was worried Tim might gun it and plow through the crowd. And worse, he feared it was what he wanted. 

Instead, Tim threw the truck into reverse and shot backward down the frontage road until he came to a cluster of ambulances parked half on the sidewalks. One ambulance had a shattered windshield and another was missing a tire—and they were just about the same size as Tim’s old moving truck. He backed into formation and hid in plain sight among the out-of-commission emergency vehicles.

Tim put the truck in park and cut the engine. “We’ll go on foot. We can move faster that way.”

“Right. Okay.” Nelson’s head was spinning from the aftereffects of his meds and the constant adrenaline rushes. But he was too close to back down now. He pulled the door handle.

“Wait.” Javier came up and crouched in the entrance to the cargo area. “We can’t all go. It’s not safe for Marianne—and besides, someone needs to stay with the truck.”

“Will you stay?” Tim asked. Pleaded, almost.

“You should be the one,” Javier said gently. He patted the center console. “You know how to handle it. The rest of us could probably drive it in a pinch…but not like you.”

“I don’t give a damn about the truck.”

Javier took Tim’s hand between both of his and squeezed it. “Think. You have food in back, don’t you? And water. Anyone comes looking for something to steal, they’ll see the boxes and tear the truck apart if there’s no one here to defend it. I’ll get Nelson through the crowd. You guard the truck. What if it ends up being our only way out of here?”

“You have water back here?” Marianne called. “Where?”

“Toward the bottom,” Tim said. “It’s heavy. But I don’t know how you’ll…it’s those five-gallon water cooler jugs.”

Randy said, “And wouldn’t you know it? We left both mugs at home.”

Nelson blinked away yet another oncoming wave of shock as Javier took his hand too, and added it to the clasp he was sharing with Tim. The back of Nelson’s hand pressed into Tim’s palm, with both of Javier’s hands holding them together. Everyone else’s hands were much warmer than his, Nelson noted with some detachment. Yep. Shock.

“Nelson.”

He could listen to his own name all day in that Latin-flavored accent. “Hm?”

“Would you leave your phone?”

Nelson dug it from his coat one-handed, unwilling to pull his hand from Javier’s. “There’s probably not even a…” whaddaya know, there it was. The hospital network. He keyed in Kevin’s password and hopped online. Unbelievable. He had a signal.

The thought of leaving the clunky, two-year-out-of-date VOIP phone that was suddenly the best damn phone in Manhattan was nearly impossible, and yet, if they were going to split up….

He reached across Javier and handed it to Tim. “If I call you from inside and tell you to go, you go. Got it?”

Tim looked so affronted it was almost funny. “I’m not leaving without you.”

In the background, the sound of sirens bounced off the tunnel-like acoustics of the side streets. Nelson decided that now wasn’t the time to argue, not before they saw whatever there was to be seen at Bellevue. “Okay, let’s go.” He pulled Javier by the hand. Javier began to follow, but then he paused, considered, and dragged Tim into a kiss.

As far as Nelson knew, he was still conscious and lucid. But he was too surprised to do anything more than gape.

Tim sat stiffly, as if he had no idea what to make of the big, gay kiss he was getting—and for a big, gay kiss happening to a straight guy, it lasted an awfully long time…until Tim’s free hand came around to cup the back of Javier’s head. Nelson stared at those long, knuckly fingers threading through Javier’s black hair.

And then Javier broke the kiss, nudged Nelson toward the door, and said, “Let’s go.”

Nelson needed to let go of Javier’s hand to swing down out of the truck—and how weird, he realized, that he’d been holding onto Javier’s hand that whole time he was sucking face with Tim. Tongue, and everything. Nelson might have felt a bit jealous, if he hadn’t been so damn baffled. They skirted the medical library, then backed into a gap between a couple of construction trailers to assess the crowd, and once they were well clear of the truck, Nelson said, “What was that?”

“What was what?”

“The kiss.”

Javier was watching the roiling crowd up ahead so intently, Nelson almost thought he wasn’t going to answer, but after a long moment, he said, “A clever man taught me the value of taking one good memory with me.”


Chapter 14




Nelson’s first impression of the crowd was that it was the job fair riot all over again. Same surging and shoving and explosive bursts of violence—and thank God they hadn’t brought the truck this way, because an ambulance on its side gave a pretty good indication of the way that course of action would have turned out. But as he and Javier waded into it, holding hands once they found each other after the first bodyslam knocked them apart, Nelson sensed this crowd was somehow different. Focused, rather than random. And much more desperate—because this mob wasn’t just trying to protest something, or to flee a group of agitated morons. This mob was trying to get into the hospital.

Since it catered to the uninsured, Bellevue was always crowded, but nothing like the sea of wailing, bleeding humanity that surged against the E.R. door now. A stout, balding guy in a lab coat with a coffee stain down the front stood on a planter with a bullhorn and said, “Non-ambulatory patients, form a line to the right. If you can’t stand or walk, form a line to the right.”

Yeah. That made sense. Plus, he was pointing to his right, which was the crowd’s left.

Thankfully, none of the teeming masses were scrabbling to get into the morgue. Once Nelson and Javier fought their way through the lobby the morgue shared with the methadone clinic, falling into the morgue elevator, feeling the doors whisper shut and block out the hum of the crowd, was almost peaceful. Almost.

If it weren’t for the actual reason for their visit.

“So, you and Tim,” Nelson said, in an effort to not remember the photo of the face—anything but that. “I didn’t think you knew each other.”

“Of course we do.”

The elevator sighed past the administrative level, then down to the subbasement, where Kevin worked. “Really? Because he thought I was you, outside the job fair. Since I’m about as white as they come, I find that a little weird.”

“We knew each other online.”

“And what? Your webcams were broken?” The doors opened, and Nelson got out of the elevator and strode toward the security guard before Javier could reply. “Ricky, hey, it’s not a social call. I gotta see Kev.”

Ricky had circles under his eyes and his hair looked greasy, like he’d just pulled a double shift. But Nelson supposed he might as well. It was probably a lot easier than trying to get home through that mess. He paged Kevin, then shot a bleary-eyed look to the elevator. “Got any idea what’s going on out there?” he said. “No one’s giving us nothing. Just a couple extra truckloads of deliveries and mandatory overtime.”

“It started outside that job fair I was at,” Nelson said. “That’s all I know.”

“Guess you’re not gonna be splurging on that karaoke bar for us anytime soon.”

“Nope, I’m as broke as ever. Guess not.” Nelson did his best to stay calm and act casual, even make small talk, but the familiarity of the morgue—of the antiseptic smell, of Ricky’s voice, of the clunky tick of the industrial clock in the elevator bay—all of it felt grossly unfamiliar suddenly, as if it had gone through the wrong wash cycle and come back several sizes too small. 

Even Kevin, when he emerged from the double doors, looked the same…but different. The same, because his thinning hair stood up in the front like he’d just run his hand through it and his glasses were crooked, as usual. But different, because he wasn’t smiling. And there was a big red smear on his lab coat.

Nelson swallowed back a flutter in his throat.

Kevin hustled Nelson through the door, and Javier too. “I have her in the overflow room,” he said. “You’ve gotta be quick. Dreyer’s been all over the lab, and he’s got guys in suits with him.”

Nelson had never known the Chief Medical Examiner to do much more than sign Kevin’s performance reviews, and it was widely rumored it was impossible to lure him out of his office with anything less than birthday cake or bachelor party photos. He didn’t think Dreyer knew his name, although he might be recognized as that scruffy friend of Kevin’s—and he supposed it wouldn’t score Kevin any points on his next performance review to be entertaining guests while Manhattan was going to hell.

Six forensic techs glanced up from their work as Kevin whisked Nelson and Javier through the main workroom, but they got back to their poking, prodding, writing and sawing as soon as they saw it wasn’t anyone in a suit or a uniform passing by. Nelson had never seen every table and every gurney occupied. He’d also never seen so much blood. Usually, most of the bodies weren’t bloody at all; they’d drowned or frozen on a park bench or keeled over for no apparent reason without shedding so much as a drop. This batch was all torn up, and the crimson splashes and splatters that dripped, oozed and smeared the white-and-chrome surfaces now competed for Nelson’s attention with the bright red biohazard bins.

Kevin pushed open a door and ushered Nelson and Javier through. “You gonna be okay?” Nelson thought Kevin was checking on Javier, but then he realized his old friend was looking at him. “You don’t look so hot.”

“Headache,” Nelson said. It wasn’t the only reason he might look like shit, but it was probably at least partially to blame.

Kevin didn’t seem entirely convinced. “Just pretend it’s Advanced Pathology. Old Man Myerson’s telling us about the five top signs of arsenic poisoning while his dentures are slipping around and making that clacky sound.”

Nelson appreciated Kevin’s efforts. He truly did. But the sight of the body on the table, the Asian girl, stopped him where he stood, speechless.

“You’ve seen worse,” Kevin said in his ear. “You’ve stuck your hand in worse.”

But that was different. He’d never shared a bathroom with his cadaver head. Never been told by it to turn his music down. Never seen it cry. Nelson suspected Kevin knew, and was just saying something to try and get him moving again. Nelson attempted to take another step, but couldn’t force himself to do it. He just wanted to take another twenty-two hundred dollar dose of Peritriptan and either wake up once everything was all over…or maybe not wake up at all.

“It’s obvious you assume the worst.” A hand slipped into his, wove their fingers together. Javier. “Look at her, and then you’ll know. Knowing is better than not knowing.” He squeezed Nelson’s fingers. “I’m right here.” When Nelson still didn’t move, Javier stepped forward instead, and pulled him toward the gurney.

“Does she have jeans like this?” Javier asked. His tone was brisk and businesslike, as if he was determined to make Nelson get on with it. “I suppose everyone has jeans like this.” He leaned forward over the body, over the head, and asked Kevin, “Are her ears pierced?”

“We couldn’t find them.”

Nelson moaned. Javier yanked his arm hard. “Stay with me.” Nelson wondered if his knees were going to give way. Kevin was standing by with a barf bucket. It seemed like the Nelson who would have found that uproariously funny had lived a whole lifetime ago, in a much kinder and gentler era that he’d never fully appreciated.

Javier released Nelson’s hand to slide an arm around his waist. “Take a look—or else Tim risked all of this to help you find out, and he did it for nothing.”

Javier was right. Nelson needed to look, to see, because the longer he balked, the longer everyone else was stuck out there in a mob—a mob capable of killing someone, as brutally as this.

Although, it was hard to say exactly how she’d been killed. 

Nelson took a deep breath, and he looked.

Blunt trauma to the head. Crushed. Torso, surprisingly intact. But the arms…the arms were torn, with huge hunks of flesh missing. Jeans, bloody. Feet bare.

Feet.

Those weren’t Tuyet’s feet.

Nelson almost laughed, though it came out as more of a sob. Maybe that’s what it had actually been all along. Those feet were not her feet. She’d just painted her toenails bubblegum pink earlier that week, and the toenails of the girl on the slab were plain and a bit unkempt, definitely not the toes of someone who owned over fifty shades of nail polish and wore sandals and flip-flops eight months out of the year.

“My God,” Kevin gasped, and he sounded like maybe he’d been holding the puke pot for himself, “is it?”

“No.” Nelson curled against Javier and pressed his forehead into the curve of Javier’s neck. “Definitely not.”

The plastic vomit-catcher hit the floor with a hollow thud, and it rolled from side to side before it settled in a groove on the floor. When Nelson looked up, Kevin was gone, and the swinging door to the supply room sighed shut behind him.

“Are you going after him?” Javier asked.

“Nah. He’s good. He just needed to know.”

“He needed to know? I thought you did.”

“C’mon, you think he’d risk his job like this if it were all about me? Kev’s a fun guy, but he looks out for himself first. As long as I keep that in mind, I’m never disappointed.”

Nelson would have liked to make the trip back to the elevator unassisted, but his serotonin knees were so wobbly he hit the wall a few times with his shoulder before Javier slung an arm around his waist to drag him along in a straightish line. When the elevator doors opened, a weeping family got out to I.D. one of their loved ones. Normally, Nelson felt bad when that happened, but right now he felt numb to their recent loss. Because at least it wasn’t him.

The elevator doors closed, and he was alone with Javier, whose arm was still around him. “So,” Nelson ventured. “You’re into Tim.”

Javier gave Nelson a brief, “are you seriously bringing this up now?” look, and said nothing.

“Is that why you wouldn’t give me your card at the job fair?”

“I suppose.”

“Then why’d you write your number on me—which, by the way, was totally hot—right in front of him? You met him in person and realized he wasn’t even queer?”

“How could you possibly think he’s straight?”

Wasn’t he? Nelson did his best to reframe Tim in light of the new information. All the social stigmatization of being a homo and none of the fashion sense, though Nelson supposed that with a pair of horn-rimmed glasses or a porkpie hat, he’d look ironic enough to fit right in any of the hipster dives Nelson frequented. 

“Besides,” Javier said. “Maybe that’s not really my number.”

Damn. “So I’ve got zero chance with you?”

“I didn’t say that.”

The elevator doors opened on a crowd that was even bigger and even uglier than the one they’d struggled through to get there. A couple of guys spiraled into a shouting match that looked like it was just about to come to blows. Javier and Nelson skirted around the back of the crowd, where the people who were too weak to fight to the front but too sick to leave sat slumped against the walls, shaking with withdrawal.

Traveling against the tide was quick, though, as people moved to let them out in the hope that it meant they would eventually get in. Outside, the E.R. was still attempting to triage via bullhorn—and the people with non life-threatening conditions were looking seriously pissed off about being corralled into a roped-off parking space and told to sit tight.

That could have been him, wrangling the crowd that was getting uglier and uglier. Nelson was glad he hadn’t lasted two weeks as a Bellevue intake clerk. At the time, he’d been dismayed at the thought of the steeply discounted Peritriptan slipping through his fingers. But now…well, it just goes to show, he thought. Wait long enough and eventually something will turn out for the best.




***




Randy bore the weight of the five-gallon bottle while Tim guided the neck to the plastic cup they’d spotted in an abandoned planter. None of them mentioned how gross it was to be drinking from something that, for all they knew, a vagrant could have urinated in. Marianne had rinsed it and wiped it out with a spare T-shirt for at least fifteen minutes, and it was as clean as it was going to get without soap or hot water.

Since Tim was holding the cup, he tipped it back first. It smelled like plastic. That was good, considering. He was so thirsty, the tepid water he’d been storing in his truck actually tasted sweet. He drank slowly at first, and then more deeply as his body demanded to slake its thirst.

He finished with a satisfied gasp, then held the cup against the bottle for Randy to refill—and as he did, Tim wondered. Did they need to ration? He had twenty gallons of water. If they each drank a half-gallon of water a day, it would last them for over a week. Surely they wouldn’t need a week’s worth of water.

Water splashed over the side, and he snapped, “Watch it.”

“Hey, I’m the one holding the sixty-pound bottle. Chill out.”

Tim handed the cup to Marianne, who took it and drank deeply. With each swallow, Tim saw his resources eroding. “We could refill these at a drinking fountain,” he said. “New York’s water is tested every forty minutes, on average. So if we ran out, we could do that….” He noticed Randy was watching him with dismay.

“You’ve got enough to fill a kiddie pool. We’re fine.”

Marianne tipped the cup until it was almost perpendicular, drained it, and handed it back to Tim empty. “That was the best glass of water I’ve ever had.”

Tim held the cup under the huge water jug one more time, and Randy carefully tipped it and poured. “Right,” Tim said, “you’re right. There’s plenty here. It’s just…it’s scary out there…you never know what you’ll need.”

“It’s like that TV show about people who can’t throw anything out,” Randy said.

“I saw that once,” Marianne said. “This one lady had so many cats she ended up with dead cats under her piles of stuff. They were all flat when the cleanup crew pulled ’em out.”

“Yeah, that’s the show.”

“I’m not a hoarder.”

Marianne went on as if she hadn’t heard him. “And it turned out she used to be really normal once, but then she got cancer and her jerk of a husband left her, and pretty soon, all she had left were the cats.”

The cup filled. Randy recapped the five-gallon bottle and stowed it safely in its box. He took the cup from Tim and swallowed a long, satisfying drink. “Ah. You’re right, that’s the best damn water I’ve ever tasted, too.” He cuffed Tim in the shoulder. “Aren’t you glad you’re gay? You don’t have to worry about getting all weird over a divorce and ending up with a hundred cats.”

Marianne rolled her eyes, then said to Tim, “Can I see Nelson’s phone?”

Why, to drain the battery? Tim wanted to act as if the phone didn’t exist. What if he really was some kind of messed-up hoarder? “What do you need it for?”

“I was just going to call my parents—”

“We should probably leave the line open,” Randy said, a lot more kindly now. “You emailed your folks, right? They know you’re okay.”

“I guess…but didn’t it do apps? I saw him get email while he was on the phone. We can check the Voice of Reason and see if it’s updated.”

Tim said, “I really don’t see what good that’ll do.”

“He knows everything. Maybe he knows what started this whole thing by now. Maybe he knows what we can do about it. Maybe he even knows what that Child Killer sign meant.”

“I don’t think he would—”

“You got a crush on this guy or something?” Randy teased.

“How old are you, anyway?” Marianne snapped. “’Cos you’ve got the maturity of an emotionally stunted twelve-year-old.”

“You know who I bet is a twelve-year-old?” Randy was thoroughly enjoying himself. “Your precious Voice of Reason, that’s who.”

“Where is that phone? I want to check!”

Tim said, “We should all just calm down….”

Randy added, “A twelve-year-old girl.”

“You’re such an ass.”

“Have you ever seen a picture of him? Not that it would matter. It could be a picture of anyone.”

And that was one of the reasons Tim hadn’t asked Javier for a photo, though in retrospect, it seemed like it would have been a lot easier to just exchange snapshots and get it over with. Javier might not have known how to introduce the topic of his missing eye, but if Tim had asked for a photo to pick him out of the crowd by, he could hardly have sent an out-of-date shot. Probably not, anyway. Tim supposed the damage was done, and he’d never know now.

“Voice of Reason doesn’t post his photo online,” Marianne said, “what are you, stupid? He’d be in all kinds of trouble if they knew who he was.”

Maybe not irreparable damage, though. Tim could still feel the ghost of Javier’s kiss on his mouth if he thought about it. 

“They?” Randy was still in high-taunt mode. “Who are they?”

“Them. Whoever. The corporations he exposes. The corrupt government officials.”

It felt like forever since Tim had last been kissed.

“Really? Which corporate-sponsored government did he topple? I must’ve missed that.”

“Well, there was the time he uncovered the Kraft Manna distributor changing the dates on the packaging and selling old manna for new, and the health inspector was in on it.”

“Oh, whoop-de-doo. Everyone knows if you open a package of manna and it smells like asparagus, it’s too old to eat.”

Tim touched his lips with his fingertips. Had his lips always felt that way? He wasn’t sure. It seemed like everything had turned into some alternate version of itself in the past twenty-four hours, and now nothing was the same.


Chapter 15




Being in a hostile crowd was bad enough for anyone—but enduring it with half his peripheral vision destroyed struck Javier as a particularly cruel, even sadistic, twist of fate. He clasped forearms with Nelson, which kept the poor man upright. More importantly, it stopped them from getting separated, as they had nearly been on the way in. That was nearly an hour ago. The panicky idea that Nelson would be torn from him and he wouldn’t be able to see what had happened was so keen, however, that the emotion’s sickening aftereffects were still churning through Javier’s gut.

A few burly cops waded through the crowd, attempting to somehow group them. The bullhorn crackled. “Children, there by the tree—children will be seen first. Anyone under eighteen, line up by the tree. One parent per child only. Anyone older than eighteen who tries to sneak in line will be fined….”

People broke from the crowd, carrying or dragging their sons and daughters. Broken bones, fevers, Javier expected issues like that. But none of the children seemed incapacitated. In fact, they were all screaming or struggling. And there was blood—lots of blood. Its source…Javier couldn’t see. It was on his blind side, and he needed to watch where he was going, and especially, to keep Nelson from keeling over.

He guided Nelson to a pocket of space among the surging people, and pulled him closer. “You’re trembling.”

“It’s just my meds. Don’t worry. Mentally, I’m unshakable. A pillar. A rock.”

A likely story, given the way he’d nearly lost it in the morgue. Javier put an arm around his waist. Nelson mirrored the move, and slipped his hand into Javier’s back pocket.

Javier rolled his eyes. Exasperating. Cute…but exasperating. “You’ve obviously mistaken this whole fiasco for a singles bar.”

“I wouldn’t know—don’t really go for the whole disco-glitter-dance party scene.” He gave a tentative squeeze. “Something tells me you don’t, either.”

A woman rushed by, clasping a toddler to her chest. She knocked Nelson into Javier, and Javier into the side of the building, and she ricocheted off them and kept on running like she hadn’t even felt it. She probably hadn’t. Nelson pressed his back into the side of the building and looked both ways to wait for another clear shot that would take them closer to the truck, and he slipped his hand into Javier’s. Javier squeezed back. “The phone number’s real,” Javier said.

Nelson squeezed harder and smiled to himself.

“What will you do now?” Javier asked.

“Go back downtown with Tim and get myself home from there. Get some sleep. Drink lots of water. Try to get my brain chemistry back to normal. Distract Bobby and his grandmother with a few hands of gin rummy while we’re waiting for Tuyet to come home.”

Javier recalled the wedding ring on Kevin’s finger. “Bobby’s biological father…is it Kevin?”

“I see you’ve been paying attention.”

“You all go back that far?”

“And farther. Kev and I enrolled in a summer grad school exchange that took us all through Asia—but we’d known each other forever. Grew up down the street from each other. Same class from kindergarten on, all the way through Post-Bacc. But that summer…that’s where we met Tuyet.”

“And Kevin couldn’t put his mark on Bobby, because he already had a child.”

Nelson tore his eyes off the crowd and regarded Javier with some surprise. “Extra credit for you.”

“You gave your mark to someone you just met who was carrying another man’s child?”

“What else was I gonna do with the damn thing? Besides, she needed it way more than I did. She was even poorer than me, so she couldn’t afford to have a bastard. Especially over there—not only heavy fines, but social stigma like you wouldn’t believe. She would’ve spent the rest of her life as a two-dollar whore. All ’cos Kevin conveniently left his wedding band in his suitcase, and one of Tuyet’s pals told her American women were all sterilized, the men all wanted babies, and all of us were filthy rich.” Nelson pulled Javier into a thin spot in the crowd, and together they gained a few hundred yards toward the place where their friends were hopefully still waiting. 

They backed against a wall to let an ambulance scream by. “Turned out to be a win-win,” Nelson said. “My mother thinks I’m a big failure—all that education and a shit job to show for it—my dad ditched us when I was twelve. Huh. Bobby’s age. So the Phams are my family now. A pretty weird family…but what’s life without a little variety?”

He slipped his hand into Javier’s again and squeezed his fingers. “So. What’s your story?”

Javier scanned the crowd for a gap, then dragged Nelson into it without answering. His story? He hardly knew where to begin. If he could encapsulate his life into a few pithy phrases, he’d probably say he had a knack for being in the wrong place at the wrong time. But that would have made it sound as if he felt sorry for himself when, in fact, he was certain that every last hardship he’d faced, he’d managed to bring onto himself.

Someone slammed into Javier’s shoulder, and someone else nearly knocked Nelson off his feet—but then, all of a sudden, they were in the clear. Javier began to run, but he kept hold of Nelson’s hand. Nelson kept up with only a bit of drag, and before they knew it they were around the corner and heading toward the truck.

The back doors flew open before they even reached the vehicle, and Marianne hopped out. “What happened? Was it her?”

“It wasn’t her,” Nelson said, and he scooped Marianne up and treated her to a wobbly-kneed spin around.

“Thank God,” she said. “Oh, thank God.”

Randy gave Javier a hand up into the back of the truck. They’d collapsed a few of the boxes and covered the stacked cardboard with blankets to make a kind of bench while they were waiting. “Here’s some water,” Randy said. “It’s…cleanish. We all drank from it, anyway.” Javier sat and Randy handed him a fast food cup. He drank—and he hadn’t realized how thirsty he’d been until he did. “And there’s manna. Nothing to heat it up with, but it’s rice-flavored. Not too bad plain and cold.”

“Too bad we lost my Exotic Spices box set back by the job fair,” Marianne said. “We could’ve put some curry on it.”

Javier glanced at Tim, who was crouching in the entrance to the cab, before he took a piece of manna. “May I?”

“What? Oh, yeah, of course. I’m just sorry I…I mean, I didn’t really think about how it might taste. It had a good shelf life.”

Nelson held the foil pack out for Javier to take a slice, then took one himself, stuffed it in his mouth and swallowed it without chewing. “Preservatives. They don’t list ’em on the package, but when you see the ‘pantry packs’ like this one that don’t need any refrigeration, they’re made with nitrates, sulfides, BHA, BHT….” He popped another slice into his mouth and swallowed.

Tim said, “Is that bad?”

Nelson shrugged. “Not unless you’re sensitive to it. Sometimes I get headaches from the sulfides. They’re real strict in France, gotta label everything. But not here. Not since the Pure Food Act. Which is pretty ironic, since that’s what lets the manna makers put whatever the hell they want in their mix, as long as it’s less than point six seven percent by weight…and they can jack up that proportion by adding water.”

Javier squeezed the manna between his thumb and forefinger. It was moist, and not too springy. His mother would faint to see him eating with his hands—and not because he’d just waded through the morgue and hadn’t had anywhere to wash them. There were manners at stake.

He shoved the entire slice into his mouth just as Nelson had, chewed it a few times, and swallowed. The manna slid right down, as raw manna, with its smooth, soft texture, usually did. Why had Nelson needed to bring up families? That chapter of Javier’s life was over and done. The door was locked, and the key not simply thrown away, but melted down into a puddle of iron and slag. So why relive it?

“It does kinda taste like rice,” Nelson said through another mouthful.

“That’s what flavor it is,” Marianne said. 

“No, I mean real rice. Bà ngoai makes it. The grain, not the flavor.”

Everyone stared at the mostly-eaten foil packet of off-white manna as if they were trying to picture it as a bunch of fussy little grains, and failing.

“Here’s the deal,” Randy said, as Nelson finished the last piece of manna. “Tim’s gonna drop me off at home while we’re up here, then swing back south and hit Marianne’s place, and then….”

Javier had no intention of going back to his empty room. He hadn’t stolen the data from a Canaan Products hard drive to go slinking back with his tail between his legs just because Tim wasn’t attracted to him offline. Although Tim had been the one to slide his tongue into Javier’s mouth…so maybe, once they were alone, he could be convinced to participate in a private celebration about whatever that hard drive contained. Javier looked at Tim and said, “The plans we made—they haven’t changed. Have they?”

Tim’s eyes darted around to see if any of his other passengers had somehow gleaned their project of exposing Canaan Products for the evil it was from the word plans, though of course none of them had. “Yeah. Totally. We’ll go back to my place and…get right on that.”

Randy made the “bomp-chicka-wow-wow” porno music sound, complete with “you’re gonna get it on” head motion—then laughed, clapped Tim on the shoulder, and said, “So let’s hit the road. I’m dying to rinse off in my own shower, crawl into my own bed, suck on the big bottle of tequila I keep in my freezer, and watch infomercials ’til I pass out.”

Randy rode shotgun to direct Tim to his place. Marianne sat on the makeshift cardboard bench beside Javier, then Nelson situated himself between the two of them and rested his head on her shoulder. She took his hand and stroked it. “You call me when this is all over,” he said to her. “We’ll hang out.”

“I’d like that.”

“Is it safe at your place? You can stay with me ’til it blows over if you’re alone.”

“No, I’ve got a doorman. If someone walks me in, it’ll be okay. That thing Randy said about sleeping in his own bed? I feel the same way.”

“That tequila didn’t sound half-bad, either.” Nelson dropped his other hand onto Javier’s thigh. He was persistent. Javier gave him that much.

The truck rocked over a rough patch of road and boxes shifted. It seemed that they were making good enough time, though. An hour, maybe less, traffic permitting, and Javier would be alone with Tim.

Nelson’s hand slid higher. He caressed Javier’s inseam with two fingers while he kept chatting with Marianne, perfectly innocent. “So, back at that job fair…were you trying to upgrade your job, or you’re totally out of work, or what?”

“Oh, I just have a dumb administrative assistant job. It’s boring and it just barely pays the rent. Maybe I’ll move back to Florida. I thought it would be exciting to live in New York, but it’s really just rough and mean and so expensive it blows my mind.”

Nelson shifted his hand higher still, and stroked the inside of Javier’s thigh just a few centimeters away from his balls. Javier clapped his hand over Nelson’s, and shot his mother’s best withering look. Nelson was entirely unfazed by it. He smiled a temptingly naughty smile, leaned into Javier, and whispered in his ear with his lips brushing Javier’s earlobe, “You could always come back to my place instead. I can think of all kinds of ‘projects’ for us to…work on.”

“Just because everything’s a euphemism to you doesn’t mean—”

The truck’s tires squealed, and Javier fell into Nelson hard, as boxes of manna thumped down all around them. Marianne shrieked, and Nelson folded himself around her protectively. “Hold on,” Tim called from the front, while Randy shouted, “Holy shit!”

The truck leapt back in reverse. “Roadblock…or something,” Randy called. “Cop cars and…maybe an accident? And people…fuck, I dunno, something really shit the bed.”

“It’s fine,” Tim said, “we’re fine, we’re going around it.”

Shift—forward—a huge bump, and a box fell sideways, broke open, and spilled packets of T-shirts, socks and underwear across the truck bed. “We’re on the sidewalk.” Randy sounded panicked.

“We’re fine,” Tim shouted over him.

Hardly. Javier crawled over Nelson and Marianne and the tumble of boxes to crouch in the cab entrance and see for himself. The street hurtled past in a blur. Cops, lots of cops. Riot gear. Focused on a single building—Javier recognized that building; they were only a few blocks away from his father’s work site. Public housing, with the residents milling around outside and the cops in riot gear holding them back. And dead center, two huge officers hauling a child from his mother’s arms, while the mother clung, screaming, until a solid rap to the head with a nightstick collapsed her into a crumpled heap on the pavement. 

One cop carried the child toward a paddy wagon while the others waded into the crowd, zeroing in on a wailing man…no, wait, it was the adolescent girl beside him.

Tim executed a jerky three-point turn and now the truck faced away from the crowd. The street was just like the rest of the streets they’d encountered—completely deserted, punctuated by clusters of panicked people. Tim swung onto a side street, and braked when he spotted an orange-striped sawhorse with a pair of shotgun-wielding cops on either side. He punched it into reverse, backed onto the main artery, and tried the next street. It was blocked, too.

“Oh shit,” Randy said, quietly now, and completely dismayed.

Tim headed back toward Bellevue, but after another two blocks, stopped hard. A spike strip had been stretched across the road, and a jumble of cars with torn-out tires now blocked the route.

“They’re herding traffic back toward the projects,” Randy said.

Reverse. Turn. Now there was a spike strip behind them, too.

“There,” Javier said. He pointed to a one-way street. Tim cast around for somewhere to go, as if the realization that no matter how recklessly he was willing to drive, it might not be enough to get them out of the snare. Javier leaned toward him and repeated in a tone that was impossible to ignore, “Turn left. Now.”

Tim floored it, and flew up the street the wrong way. “Left again,” Javier said. “Now right. The construction site. There. Stop there.”

“Where?”

“The driveway.”

“But it’s locked.”

“Go. And honk your horn.”

Tim swung into the driveway and stopped inches from the chain link gate. He beeped the horn once.

“Not like that.” Javier reached over his shoulder and laid on the horn, hard. He held it there until a construction worker with a heavy two-foot pry bar in his hand emerged from the security trailer. The worker kept his distance, squinting at the old truck as if he was worried it was some kind of scam. 

Javier couldn’t blame him. He shoved Randy in the shoulder. “Let me out.”

“D’you know that guy? Can he get us off the street?” Randy tumbled out of the cab and Javier followed. The worker recognized Javier immediately—probably the first time the eye patch had ever been an advantage—and he broke into a jog toward the gate.

“Abre la puerta,” Javier snapped.

The worker fumbled with the padlock, the thick chain fell free, and the gate swung open. Javier motioned the truck inside, then helped the worker close the gate behind it and lock it up tight.

“Your father’s not here,” the worker told him in Spanish.

“I’m not looking for him. We need somewhere to stay. Somewhere safe.”

“I’ll get the foreman,” the worker said nervously. The coolly imperious look Javier had learned at his mother’s knee was not lost on him. 

“You do that.”

Three construction trailers hugged the perimeter of the site—security, storage, and offices. Two vehicles were parked near the security trailer. There was a well-worn groove in the scrubby weeds outside the office, by far the most lavish of the three trailers. But nothing was parked there. Javier pictured the gleaming white Mercedes Sport Utility in those grooves—though it had been nearly half a year since he’d spoken to his father, so chances were, last year’s Mercedes was long gone, upgraded to something newer, and sleeker, with even more ridiculous distractions built into the dash.

The foreman, unfortunately, was not new. Raul was his father’s top man on site, and Javier had known him since high school—therefore, Raul had undoubtedly seen enough of the family’s dirty laundry to have a good idea of where Javier currently stood with the rest of the de la Rosas. Raul didn’t blanch and stammer under Javier’s gaze, not like the ignorant worker had. Still, he wasn’t a stupid man. He wouldn’t have gotten so far if he was.

“Alejandro is not here,” he said—much more assertively than the worker had.

“I can’t go back out in that.” Javier gestured toward the sound of sirens not too far off. “We’ll stay out of your way.”

“Our way?” Raul gave a humorless laugh. “There is nothing to be in the way of. Yesterday the police came, told us to shut down, send our crews home. We stayed to make sure no one steals the gear.”

“Why do you give a damn about the gear?” Javier said. “You should be home with your family.”

Raul crossed his arms over his chest. “Someone takes a jackhammer, uses it to break into a building—a store, a bank, maybe? Who is liable?”

DLR Construction…though not Raul, not specifically. If anyone should have been there risking themselves for the sake of the company, it should have been Alejandro, Javier’s father. Raul must have realized as much. His expression softened, and he sighed, uncrossed his arms and planted his hands on his hips.

“Do the phones work?” Javier asked.

“No.”

“Electricity? Internet?”

“Yes, so far. And we have a generator and plenty of gasoline if power goes out—although I wouldn’t be too flashy about using it. The gates are strong…but not that strong.”

“So far? The phones will be back up soon. They have to be.”

“You’re too young to remember Venezuela, Haiti….”

“You think this is a coup? That makes no sense. The trouble would start in Washington, not here.”

“Not a political coup, no. The politicians…they’re not really the ones who run things anymore, are they?” He pulled a carabiner from his belt loop and tossed the keys to Javier, who struggled, with his horrible depth perception, to catch them. “I’m damned if I do and damned if I don’t. Stay in your father’s trailer, what difference does it make? And the food…well, someone panicked before I could lock the door. I’m not naming names. If I find anything’s missing in there besides the food, I’ll know who it was. And don’t think I won’t tell him.”

“Fine.” 

What Javier meant was, “thank you,” though of course to say as much would have made him look weak. And right now, he couldn’t afford to show weakness.


Chapter 16




The inside of the office trailer smelled faintly of cigars. Javier stood at the threshold for a moment and scanned the conference room. The navy carpeting was completely wrong for a worksite. It was covered in ashy-looking tracks that began by the front door, but grew fainter as they led deeper into the office. The furniture, too, seemed out of place, as if Alejandro had simply said, “Give me the most expensive of everything.”

Javier wouldn’t have been surprised if that was actually how the conversation had gone.

Marianne broke his contemplation of the ridiculous carpet. She pushed past him, and said, “Gotta pee.”

“Then you should have used the port-a-potty,” Randy said. “Because these temporary buildings don’t have—”

“This one does,” Javier said simply. The notion of Alejandro de la Rosa allowing his posterior to touch down on the same toilet seat as a humble laborer? Absurd.

Marianne checked each of the doorways that surrounded the conference room, and confirmed the existence of indoor plumbing with a happy noise and a slam of a door.

“I can’t believe there’s a bathroom,” Randy said. “This job site’s active for, what? A year?” He seemed genuinely shocked. “Do you realize the expense involved in running the plumbing for a temporary gig?”

It would take a lot more than that to shock Javier.

Aside from the bathroom, Javier found two private offices adjacent to the main conference room. The first office was stacked with file folders and binders, and one of the chairs was occupied by a pneumatic drill with a frayed power cord. Javier slid behind the desk. A few photos were tacked to the computer’s monitor. A woman with a wedding band, a child. They were both black. Javier tried to imagine who, among Alejandro’s team, might be the brains behind this particular project—but he couldn’t. He’d been away too long. It was strange enough to find Raul still in place.

Javier stepped out of the office and closed the door behind him. “Stay out of that one,” he told everyone, out of respect to the man he might not have ever met. “But as for everything else…mi casa es tu casa.”

After all, in a sense, it was his. Wasn’t it? Alejandro might have arranged his will to distribute his fortune otherwise once he died, but he was still Javier’s father. Once you put your mark on a child, it was there to stay.

The bar in the conference room had been picked clean, and the refrigerator, too. But Alejandro’s office was still locked when they got to it. Raul’s key fit into the lock. And it turned.

There were no file folders stacked on Alejandro’s desk, no tools in need of repair slung on the seats. Javier entered. The office was the larger of the two. Except for the tread of a single ashy footprint just inside the threshold, it was pristine.

Probably because no work actually happened there. An occasional phone call, perhaps. A transfer of money. But that could happen anywhere. Maybe once, when Alejandro was younger, he’d known how to work. He’d even held the tools, and sketched the plans, and gotten his own hands dirty. Now, though, all he did was move money.

Javier didn’t suppose he needed to worry about turning out too much like his father. The love of money was the thing that made men act that way. And there was little chance of that happening to him, given how he despised it.

Javier circled Alejandro’s desk. Top-of-the-line computer. Immaculate blotter. No family photos—no surprise. He rifled through the drawers. Office supplies, mostly untouched. A few spare pantry packs of rice and beans—authentic, not just textured manna. Just like home. Or as close as you could come, and still keep it in your desk drawer. A bottle. Javier pulled it from the drawer. Seventeen-year single-malt, only a few shots gone. He smiled to himself as he appropriated it.

Because he was here, now. And Alejandro was not. Which meant he was in charge.

Randy and Nelson wandered into the office, and Randy took in the furniture and gave a low whistle. “Does that couch pull out? I think it pulls out.” Javier watched Nelson help him fold out the sofabed, and tried to decide. Nelson, or Tim? Nelson was better looking—though that had never really been the point. And Nelson wasn’t quite the playboy he liked to paint himself as—that was a plus. Nelson was also interested.

But the way Tim had kissed Javier, back in the truck outside the morgue…maybe Tim could also be persuaded to be interested.

“Is that a humidor?” Randy said.

Javier opened the wooden box on his father’s desk. A spicy tobacco smell rose from the wood. He took a cigar from the box and flipped it toward Randy. “Knock yourself out.”

“Oh no you don’t.”

Marianne stood in the doorway, barefoot, with the shoes Nelson had given her dangling from one hand. Her right foot was blistered and her left was bleeding. “You’re not smoking that thing in here as long as I’m around—or I swear to God, I’ll make it a point that when I puke, it’s gonna be directly on you.”

Randy held the cigar under his nose and sniffed it with longing. “It’s a good one, too.”

Again, Javier wasn’t surprised. Good? Like everything else Alejandro owned, it would be the best.

Randy craned his neck to look out the window, as if it might be worth slipping outside for—in a riot. “No cigar is that good,” Nelson told him. “Save it for later.”

Randy gave it another longing sniff, then tucked it into his jacket.

“Look at you,” Nelson said. He walked over to the doorway and took Marianne by the hand. He led her to the edge of the sofabed and sat her down. “You’ve got blisters on top of blisters. You’ve got to be careful with that. It could get infected.”

Marianne looked down at her raw feet. “It’s not so bad,” she said. Her voice was tremulous.

Javier took a look. It was bad.

“You can’t keep wearing those shoes,” Nelson told her. “They’ll just make it worse.”

“But the other ones dug blisters into my heels, plus they were killing my calves. I can’t go around without shoes.”

“We’ll think of something.” Nelson turned to Tim, who’d drifted into the room silently, and was lingering by the wall as if he wished to blend into the paneling. “Do you have anything we can use in the truck?”

“A pair of boots…but they’d be way too big.”

Javier glanced down at Tim’s feet. He had the biggest feet of anyone there. He then noted that Nelson was quelling a smile. Big feet…big everything. Maybe Nelson’s vulgar façade wasn’t altogether a pretense.

Tim looked as if he was embarrassed to be found without a pair of women’s shoes in Marianne’s size…just in case. “What about socks?”

“I’m not walking around outside in nothing but socks,” Marianne said. “And they won’t fit inside the shoes. My feet are too big for ’em as it is.”

“How about duct tape?” Nelson asked.

Tim brightened, and nodded.

Nelson smiled. “Duct tape, it is. And socks. And one of those first aid kits.”

“Which one?”

“Surprise me.”

Javier watched Tim slip out to the truck. Tim’s reaction to Nelson’s approval was palpable. Because he craved any sort of approval—or because it was from Nelson, specifically?

Tim returned with the items, then Nelson knelt before Marianne and cleaned her bloody, filthy feet with Alejandro’s spotless pima cotton towels while everyone else watched, strangely fascinated. “Don’t tell me you’re going to make me a pair of shoes out of men’s tube socks and duct tape,” she said. Her voice quavered.

“Okay. I won’t tell you.” His fingers were gentle with the antibiotic salve, which he followed loosely with gauze. “But I doubt we’ll be going anywhere anytime soon. So for now, just let your feet rest.”

Javier turned away as Nelson taped the gauze in place. Medical procedures of any sort made him uncomfortable. They hadn’t always…only since he’d woken alone in the hospital in Gaza with shrapnel in his face, and his life, as he’d known it before, was over.

None of them had managed to steal more than a few hours’ rest the night before—unless you counted Nelson’s drugged stupor. Once Marianne powered on the computer and determined there was no new update on the Voice of Reason and sent another email assuring her parents that she was fine, they closed the blinds and scoped out places to rest—Nelson and Marianne on the sofa sleeper, Randy on the sofa cushions now on the floor, and Javier and Tim on a pair of stiff couches in the conference room.

Javier assumed that sleep would take him quickly. Instead, he found himself staring at the trailer’s ceiling long after Randy’s snores began drifting in from the adjacent office. Moving quietly, he turned to steal a look at Tim, who’d also been up all night. Tim wasn’t asleep, though. He lay on his side, watching Javier solemnly.

“You can’t sleep, either?” Tim said.

“We should try.”

“I guess.” Tim continued to stare at Javier without making any effort at all to go to sleep. He seemed like he might just continue to stare, but then he blurted out, “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Tell you what?”

“About…your eye.”

Of course. It all came down to that. Despite the kiss, Javier realized he’d been a fool for thinking it would ever be any different. “It’s not my favorite subject. I’m sure you can imagine.” 

“Well, yeah, but….” Tim’s voice went loud and edgy as he sat up and swung his feet over the side of the couch. Randy’s snores faltered, and Tim stood up, peeked into the office, and carefully shut the door so he and Javier could talk. He seemed too agitated to sit back down, though, and he began to pace instead. “It seems like a pretty big detail to gloss over.”

“Fine, then.” Javier stood, too. “Now you know. So what’s the problem?”

“No problem. It just seems like you would have said…something. That’s all.” He sat down glumly and stared at his big feet.

Since Tim had been the one to refuse to describe himself, Javier had presumed the worst. He’d done his best not to imagine anything, specifically, while they steamed up the chat room together. Nothing but the feel of his hand on a stiff cock. His mouth against an ear. The tang of flesh beneath his tongue. The warmth of a tight ass.

Actually, he’d been pleasantly surprised by Tim’s appearance. Tim was rough around the edges, yes. But he was tall and lean, with a strong jaw and fierce eyes. Maybe Javier had been prepared for a pasty, pimply little man with soft, white hands. Probably, he had. And he’d been determined not to let it bother him.

He crossed to the other couch and sat beside Tim. Once upon a time, Javier might have known how to console someone, or at least go through the motions. But not now. And especially not for this reason. Nelson was the one who was strong enough to show tenderness—not him. “I see how you look at him,” Javier said.

“Oh God.” Tim moved to stand again, but Javier caught him by the sleeve and pulled him back down. 

If Tim was so eager for full disclosure, he was going to get it. Javier might not have known where the conversation was headed at the beginning, but the more he turned the idea around in his mind, the thought of Tim with Nelson rather than him, the more it made sense. Nelson might act juvenile, but underneath, it seemed like he was the most selfless, the most decent, of all of them. And the last thing Tim needed was to have his heart broken again. Not that he spoke much about his last relationship. But where he began to mention it and then clipped off the words, the abrupt pauses spoke volumes. “It’s fine,” Javier said. 

“What’s fine? There’s nothing that needs to be fi—”

“You don’t owe me anything.”

Tim cracked his knuckles, first one hand, then the other. Then he looked at Javier in exasperation and said, “What’re you trying to say?”

“When we came here, I was hoping we might work something out…but, it doesn’t matter now. I’ve changed my mind. I won’t stand in your way.”

Tim scrubbed at his face with his palms, and his hair stuck out at odd angles from his head when he’d finished. “This doesn’t have anything to do with Nelson.”

A sharp, bitter laugh escaped Javier before he could check it. But Tim went on, “When I saw him, I thought he was you—and that’s what I liked about him. I saw him there, through the crowd, and he caught my eye, and he started running toward me with this purpose. And I saw he had a girl with him, Marianne. And I thought, that’s exactly what Javier would do. He’s strong—he’d take care of someone who couldn’t take care of themself. And then, when he got to the truck—he took a swing at some jerk in the crowd, some creep who just launched into him for no reason, and laid the guy out flat.” Tim twisted his knuckles, and managed to crack them again. “And the only reason I’d care about that was because I thought it was you.”

Javier looked at Tim hard to see if he was telling the truth, or if he just felt obligated to hold up his end of some bargain they’d never actually defined. But Javier didn’t know him well enough to know for sure.

“I mean,” Tim said in a rush, “it’s not that stupid of a mistake. If anything, I was being too unbiased. ’Cos there was this white kid I went to high school with named Juan, so I figured…. Not that I’d imagined you with blond hair or anything. Just that I didn’t count anything out. Once I saw him heading straight for the truck.”

Of everything Javier had imagined the awkwardness between them might owe to, race had been the least of them. “It’s hard to miss him.” Now, with the burden behind him of releasing Tim, Javier felt able to speak freely. “He’s hot.” 

Tim continued to twist his fingers, though all the joints that could have possibly cracked had long since done so. “What he looks like has nothing to do with anything.”

Javier caught Tim in what was left of his peripheral vision and looked him over. No doubt, Tim thought so. Javier, however, knew better. He’d been handsome once. “I’ll still work with you on the Canaan project. Or not. If that’s what you prefer.”

“You think I have a problem with your eye? Yeah, fine, I’ll come out and say it. I do. But not the way it looks—I haven’t even seen it.”

What was Tim playing at now? No doubt he couldn’t stand the idea that Javier’s disfigurement sickened him, and so he’d worked himself up to deny it. “I don’t blame you—”

“Even though we hadn’t met in person, I can’t believe you would think I’d be so shallow.” He reached for Javier’s face. Javier wanted to flinch, but he forced himself to endure whatever was coming—because however humiliating it might prove to be, no doubt he deserved it.


Chapter 17




As Tim reached for the eye patch, he saw Javier almost flinch away—almost. But then he steeled himself, and allowed Tim to follow through with…whatever it was he was trying to prove. Which Tim hadn’t actually worked through, himself. All he knew was that those chats had meant a hell of a lot more to him than a few words on a monitor. He’d bared private parts of himself—no, not that private part—and the idea that Javier would think he was actually superficial enough to care one way or the other about something as cosmetic as a missing eye was, frankly, insulting.

A muscle leapt in Javier’s jaw as Tim reached around the back and found the tie—a stiff, unforgiving knot that he tried, and failed, to unravel. He picked at the knot for a long, awkward moment, and finally gave up and slid his thumb beneath the string, and worked it through Javier’s hair instead, to pull the whole thing off with the knot intact. 

Javier angled his face down. Tim had steeled himself for the sight of a sunken eye socket, but Javier’s eyelid was in shadow. Even his eyebrow was scarred. Tim hadn’t been prepared for that, the contrast of Javier’s untouched eyebrow, black and beautifully arched, with the scarred one. 

The right eyebrow was broken into three distinct segments by shiny, pale gashes as wide, at points, as an eighth of an inch. The scars passed over the eye, or through it, over the curve of Javier’s cheekbone, and down nearly to the corner of his mouth, which quirked up a bit from the way his face had healed. Kind of like he found something funny—which, undoubtedly, he did not.

The scarring wasn’t limited to the deep, damaging cuts. There were patches of skin that were pale, shiny and delicate, skin that had been burnt once. These pale shapes marred the skin just under Javier’s lower eyelid, and they extended back along his temple, almost to his hairline.

The part of his eye socket that was covered by the patch seemed unaffected enough by it, but there at his temple where the string for the ties began, a cruel ridge had pressed into the scarred skin. Tim put his fingertips to the painful-looking furrow. The skin there was hot. 

How many times had he imagined himself touching Javier in the flesh? Too many to count. But none of those times were anything like this.

“How can you stand it?” he said. “Can’t you keep this on with elastic instead?”

Javier looked up, startled—and then Tim saw it clearly. Not just a scarred, collapsed socket, but an eye. “The first thing you notice is the marks left by the ties?” Javier said. Tim wasn’t sure if that was good, or bad. “And here I was, thinking nothing would ever shock me again.”

“Your eye is….”

Javier gave a grim almost-smile.

The eye was damaged, yes. A cloudy grayish blue hazed the surface, and the pupil was pale yellow rather than black. The pattern of the iris was irregular, with the ring of fine muscle strands that were usually arrayed like spokes on a wheel culminating in a knot instead, like a burl of wood.

“It’s still there.”

Tim leaned in, and Javier kept himself still—not just still, but ramrod-straight. As Tim landed the kiss, he felt awkward—even more awkward than he had in his fantasies. But it was something he needed to do.

Javier’s scarred eyebrow tickled Tim’s upper lip, and his eyelash, as he closed his damaged eye, brushed the lower. Tim kissed the eyelid gently, then sat back so he could see Javier’s face—his whole face.

He was beautiful. Tim didn’t usually think men were “beautiful,” but Javier was. His features were exotic: striking and dark. Only the strength of his eyebrows saved him from looking feminine. And one of those eyebrows was now in three segments, over the discolored eye set in the patch of blotched skin. Looking at that eye was painful, not because of its appearance, but because every fiber of Tim’s being winced in sympathy at the notion of something so painful happening to his own face, his own eye.

Tim had placed his hands on Javier’s knees when he leaned in for the kiss. He considered removing them, but didn’t.

They were both so still they were hardly breathing when the sound of someone clearing their throat made both of them jump apart. Tim turned toward the sound.

Nelson.

He sidled along the wall of the conference room, looking sheepish. “Don’t mind me…just taking a little trip to the bathr—whoa, your eye.”

Javier was clearly not happy about the intrusion, but it would have probably been more of a spectacle for him to cover his scars back up and tell Nelson to take a hike. Nelson was undaunted. He crossed to the couch where Tim and Javier sat facing each other, and dropped to one knee between them with a hand on each of their thighs.

It was so easy for him to touch people.

“Wow, are those chemical burns?”

“Yes.”

“Any vision left?”

“Light and dark. No focus.”

“So you keep it covered—why?”

Tim felt the tension drain out of Javier. “The doctors said my brain might adjust—I guess neurons can do that…but mine never did. It’s like I’m seeing clouds over everything. It’s better to keep the light out of it. Less distracting.”

Nelson’s tone was so matter-of-fact, it made the way they’d been acting seem silly. Both of them. Javier for guarding his scarred eye like a profound secret, and Tim for treating it like some kind of sacred relic.

Nelson glanced down, as if he’d just then realized he’d insinuated himself between them. Each of them now was touching—Nelson with a hand on Tim’s and Javier’s knees, and Tim’s hand on Javier’s forearm. Tim had noticed, but he’d been reluctant to think too hard about it, for fear that whatever was on the brink of happening might veer from the course he hardly dared hope for. It felt as if the tension that had just drained from Javier crawled across the couch and seized him, instead. His heart started pounding so fast he was worried he might keel over. He was afraid to even breathe. 

Nelson said, “Sorry…I didn’t mean to interrupt anything.” Only he didn’t seem sorry. And he didn’t take his hands off their thighs. He smiled first at Javier, and then at Tim, as if he’d just said something else entirely.

“Shameless,” Javier said. He looked at Tim, then. With both eyes. Although one of those eyes saw nothing but clouds…and the giddy thought floated to the surface of Tim’s awareness, now that time had ground to an interminable sustained moment, and everything had become completely surreal—that maybe being seen through a haze of clouds would be a good look for him. Javier said, “I was going to tell you to choose him—”

“Why choose?” Nelson said to Javier. “I’d expect that binary logic from the computer genius over here. Not you.”

“I’m a realist.”

“No—you’re a pessimist.”

Tim marveled over the idea that Nelson had referred to him as a “computer genius” and not a “computer geek.” And not sarcastically, either. He hadn’t realized Nelson had noticed him at the computer. He hadn’t realized Nelson had noticed he existed.

And he’d done nothing but notice Nelson—and try to rectify who Nelson Oliver actually was, to who Tim thought he was, initially, when Tim had attributed Javier’s chatroom personality to him.

Nelson seemed intrepid, but not forceful. Unabashed, but not defiant. That was all encouraging. But strong? He could hardly even be called sturdy, between the headaches and the medication. This fusion that Tim’s mind had created when he’d first spotted Nelson in the crowd, this alloy of Nelson’s looks and Javier’s personality—it didn’t exist.

Not in one person. 

“When’s the last time you gave a damn what anyone thought?” Nelson asked, looking from Javier to Tim and back again. “Either of you?”

Tim broke his cautious stillness with an uneasy shrug.

“Then, if everyone’s cool with it, why choose…” Nelson’s hand slid up Tim’s thigh… “when you don’t have to?”

He climbed onto them, both of them—all knees, laughing when Javier sniffed in annoyance. He draped an arm around each of their shoulders, caught Javier’s gaze and ensured he was being watched—and then turned his head and pressed his mouth to Tim’s.

Tim’s ex would kiss him hello and goodbye—and, in a rote sort of way, when they had sex. Always the same. He’d fasten onto Tim’s upper lip and suck it, all the while flicking his tongue back and forth, back and forth, like a metronome ticking down the moments until they could finish up, flush the condom down the toilet, and rinse off in the shower. But there was nothing regular about kissing Nelson.

Tim gasped, startled, and Nelson skimmed the tip of his tongue across the bottoms of Tim’s incisors. He kissed loosely, like he had all the time in the word to feel his way around, and every intention of doing so. Tim tasted whiskey on his tongue, but only faintly. Sweet. With a bit of bite.

It wasn’t just a kiss, either. Nelson slid his fingertips down the side of Tim’s neck while they tasted each other. His fingers traced Tim’s jaw, and toyed with his collar, as if every last bit of him might potentially be interesting. Even the boring parts.

Although it had been the longest kiss Tim had been treated to in ages, it was still a pity for it to end.

When Tim raised his eyelids, Nelson’s eyes were on him. They were blue. And his irises were very regular. He smiled, then turned to Javier and laid a big, wet, carefree kiss on him, too.

Tim had never realized how loud kisses sounded.

Nelson gave a murmur of encouragement. The leather couch squeaked. But mostly it was the sound of wetness that captivated Tim. Tongues and lips. While he listened, Nelson’s hand brushed across his chest. His fingers flicked over Tim’s nipple as if he’d found it by accident, and even through the fabric of his shirt, the touch felt less like a touch, and more like electricity.

Nelson broke his kiss with Javier and looked at Tim again. His lips were wet with Javier’s saliva. “Wow. You’re totally keyed up.”

Tim would have liked to deny it, but was worried he might explode if he tried.

“That’s good,” Nelson went on. “I like being appreciated.” Nelson caught Tim’s shirt, a faded Izod knockoff, at the hem. He shoved it up around Tim’s neck then leaned in and covered Tim’s nipple with his wet mouth.

Tim clenched his teeth together and told himself to just breathe normally and not make any embarrassing squeaks or moans—even though it seemed damn near impossible. He let his breath out carefully. It shook.

Nelson sucked—a sharp jolt traveled straight to Tim’s groin—then he flicked the nipple with his tongue a few times, and said into the wetness, “So this is what it’s like to fool around sober. I wish someone would’ve told me about it sooner—’cos it sounds like you’re probably already…” he dropped his hand into Tim’s lap. “Hard.”

Tim gasped.

“Fuck. And hung, too. It’s my lucky day.” As if that wasn’t mind-blowing enough, Nelson grabbed Javier by the wrist and put his hand on it, too.

“I love dick,” Nelson said, as casually as he would have mentioned loving Saturday morning cartoons, or chocolate manna. “C’mon, then, big boy. Show us whatcha got.”

Tim almost gave himself over to the moment. Almost saw himself as the type of person who would not only be lucky enough to get naked with one hot guy, but two. But even as his hands closed over his belt buckle, he realized how ridiculous, the thought of him, with them. And he moved to pull away.

Javier caught him by the sleeve, and met his eye. No eye patch. If Javier could do that, then Tim could do…what Nelson had asked of him. Javier nodded slightly, and Tim managed to find the faith that maybe he wasn’t being made fun of. Maybe this really was happening.

The way Nelson knocked his hand aside and whipped his dick through his fly once the belt buckle was undone seemed to confirm it.

“Oh my God,” Tim blurted out—and he was too shocked to feel ridiculous for saying it. Nelson’s mouth was on him—all that wetness—and his fingers were pumping the base of Tim’s cock hard and fast already. It all seemed too sudden, but his body was happy enough to spring into action whether or not his mind was prepared.

Nelson sucked him like a starving man, all lavish tongue and hungry smacking sounds. Tim stared down at the top of Nelson’s head, his sandy-streaked hair, not quite blond, and way longer than the hair of anyone else who’d ever done that for him.

So exuberant in his cocksucking, the others who’d come before might as well have never existed.

And so skilled, Tim had forgotten all about Javier—even though Javier was squeezing his arm.

Tim looked up. Javier was watching Nelson suck him off with an odd expression, part puzzlement, part admiration. At least, that’s what it looked like to Tim, though it was difficult to tell with those mismatched eyes. Maybe, with the clouds, it looked to Javier like Tim was getting his cock sucked somewhere in heaven. Or maybe Javier hadn’t expected their encounter to progress as rapidly as it had, either. When he realized Tim was watching him watching them, he placed his free hand on Nelson’s head, wound Nelson’s longish hair through his fingers, made a fist, and forced him to go deeper.

“Mm, yeah,” Nelson said (kind of) around the head of Tim’s dick, on the upstroke.

Tim was so hard he could feel his own pulse in his shaft.

Javier surprised Tim by reaching up to touch his face while Nelson sucked him, and somehow the feel of those fingertips on his cheek were nearly as intimate as what Nelson was doing.

Three was a much more complicated combination than Tim would have imagined. It wasn’t a hundred and fifty percent of two. It was more like magic. Times three.

It seemed like Nelson would go on until Tim came—and at the rate he was going, it wouldn’t take long at all—but then Javier dragged his face off Tim’s throbbing dick, turned Nelson’s head so the two of them were facing each other, and said, “How’s that cock?”

“Big n’ meaty, just like I like it.”

They fell into another kiss so eager, and so wet, it made their first kiss seem practically demure. Hands were at Javier’s belt, now. Even Tim’s hands, though they seemed too numb to effectively do more than fumble. Javier’s slacks fell open, and he was hard too, stiff and dusky and uncut.

“Aw, sweet,” Nelson said, and he tipped forward and practically impaled his face on Javier’s cock. 

Javier still had him by the hair, though. “Wait,” he said. “Kneel down,” and Tim suddenly realized what it felt like to have his mind blown. Because when he’d read the chat transcript to himself, it was in a booming voice, all those commands. Do this, touch that, don’t speak unless you’re spoken to. But this voice, gently accented, and velvet-soft—this was the voice of the real Javier, and it was so far beyond what Tim could have ever dreamt up himself that it was hard to imagine both things could even be called voices.

Javier said only one word to Tim. “Stand.” Even that single word sent an illicit thrill all the way through him. He stood. Javier stood beside him. “Spread your feet apart.” Tim did, and it brought their bobbing erections to roughly the same height—if Tim stood with his feet as far apart as his jeans would allow. Which suddenly seemed like an incredibly vulnerable position.

Javier ran a hand through Nelson’s hair, gently now. “Think you can get us off at the same time?”

“I know I can.”

“And touch yourself while you do.”

Nelson looked up at him and quirked an eyebrow, as if he hadn’t received the memo that Javier was in charge—and Javier dropped his voice even lower, even more deceptively gentle, and said, “But don’t come. Not until I say.”

Nelson’s eyes glittered as if now that he knew what the game was, he approved of it. Heartily.

He started on Javier, since Tim was practically teetering on the verge from their making out on the couch. Javier’s cock wasn’t quite so ungainly, and Nelson deep-throated it, all the way down to the root. The squelching sounds of it were loud and squishy, and he made no effort to try to minimize them. Tim stared at Nelson on his knees, eyes closed, and sucking away as if there was nothing he’d rather do. Nelson’s hand drifted up Tim’s inner thigh while he deep-throated Javier. He cradled Tim’s balls and stroked his taint, and Tim’s cock jutted there above his hand, aching to be touched again.

Javier cupped Tim’s jaw and guided their faces together, slid his tongue into Tim’s mouth…and maybe Tim didn’t care if he got off or not. Maybe all he wanted was this kiss from Javier.

Where Nelson’s kissing had been spirited, Javier’s was deliberate. He took his time, searching with his tongue for the spots that made Tim shiver, and stroking them again and again. Tim ran out of air and his knees began to tremble, and when he broke the kiss to drink a breath of air, he heard Nelson slurp his way off Javier’s hard-on.

“Line ’em up,” he said. “I wanna suck ’em both.”

And of course he couldn’t do it with any amount of precision…but how did that even matter? Tim stooped alongside Javier while Nelson crammed both cocks in his mouth at once—and he seemed pretty damn pleased with himself for doing it.

“I want to see his tattoos,” Tim said, flinching as he realized he hadn’t been granted permission to speak—but maybe he wasn’t at the bottom of the ladder today, since Nelson was—and so it was okay.

Javier pulled his cock out of Nelson’s mouth, stroking it lightly. “So do I. Strip.”

Nelson peeled his T-shirt, thermal long-sleeved top and flannel shirt off all as one garment…and there they were. The tattoos. As if an alien had written a story on his skin. And something else that Tim hadn’t seen before. A bruise had risen on his collarbone from the riot, like a tattoo by a less skilled artisan, green and blue and ill-defined. Javier brushed his fingers over it, and then cupped Nelson’s cheek.

The command for Nelson to play with himself was abandoned as he worked those two stiff cocks together, jacking and sucking, one, both. Rubbing them on his face. Rubbing them together. If it had been anyone else, Tim might have closed his eyes, and leaned in for more kisses from Javier. But all he could do was watch as Nelson handled both cocks like he was savoring every moment.

And when Tim’s breath started coming in deeper gasps, and he found that he couldn’t resist touching the other side of Nelson’s face too, Nelson sat back on his heels, sucked his own finger into his mouth, pulled it out wet, then said, “I’ll bet you’d dig a little ass-play.”

Tim moaned.

It was only a finger. But it was a stranger’s finger—no, it was Nelson’s finger. He pushed it in, bare, unprotected—and Tim had the stray thought, “What do I feel like inside?” Was it possible to feel, somehow, lacking? But Nelson seemed as content as ever to be kneeling at his feet. And even without instruction from Javier, he turned the full force of his attention to Tim’s cock—and no, Tim hadn’t been given permission, but he couldn’t help it. That bare finger was deep in his ass, rooting around, and his dick was squelching into the back of Nelson’s throat, over, and over, and over. And he couldn’t hold out any—

Javier took Tim’s hand and guided it to his cock, which was wet with Nelson’s spit. “Finish me,” Javier whispered. He pressed his mouth to Tim’s—and as Tim’s climax shuddered through him, drank the very air that Tim exhaled. Tim felt the warm spatter over his hand, his wrist, and he let go of Nelson’s face to run his fingers through Javier’s hair instead, to hold on to their kiss for as long as he could.

Nelson pulled off and tipped back onto the floor, splayed, all hair and tattoos. Javier and Tim looked down at him. “Drop your pants,” Javier said.

Nelson smiled with only a trace of sarcasm. His lips looked juicy from sucking cock. He undid his jeans and worked them, and his underwear, down to his knees. Tim stared. Nelson’s pubic hair had been shaved once, but now it was about a quarter of an inch long. Tim had never seen anything like it in real life. Groomed pubic hair was a thing of online porn, not actual people. And there, beneath the hair, the tattoos continued.

It was Javier who finally asked. He ran his fingers down Nelson’s taut stomach, which flicked in response, along the curve of his pelvis, and then over the path of tattoos. “What’s this?”

“That?” Nelson craned his neck for a moment, then lay his head back on the carpet. “That’s boron.”

“The…chemical?”

“The crystal structure. With a few magnesium atoms in the honeycomb planes.”

Tim cocked his head. Were all the tattoos some sort of molecule? Maybe—a molecule rendered by a tattoo artist who’d been told it was the latest tribal design.

“I always thought it looked like a fancy piece of jewelry.” Nelson peered down at his own body, then pointed at the gracefully latticed structure that draped over his hipbone like a cobweb. “This carbon allotrope’s feeling lonely. Someone needs to lick it.”

“You think so?” Javier said. There was a playful tenderness lurking under the surface—at least, that was how Tim read his tone.

“Uh huh.”

Javier pointed to Nelson’s bare nipple, and Tim fell to his hands and knees and began to tease it, with licks that built up to gentle, rhythmic sucks. Javier ran his tongue over Nelson’s body, flitting between the molecules. Nelson sighed happily and draped an arm over each of their shoulders. “I’m negative—just so you know. For when you blow me. I always use a rubber when I do anal.”

Tim tried to imagine himself ever saying something like that, and came up empty. Then again, he couldn’t even imagine himself declaring, I love dick.

So what had it meant that Nelson hadn’t even bothered to ask him? He’d just gone right down. And then he’d swallowed.

Nelson gave Tim’s head a shove so that it turned, and they could lock eyes. “Oral’s low-risk, according to every bit of research I’ve seen. Unless you’ve got bleeding gums or something. Which none of us do.”

“How do you know?”

Nelson ran the tip of his tongue over the bottoms of his upper teeth. Lasciviously. “I checked.”

How…disturbingly pragmatic. The idea must have telegraphed in Tim’s expression, which his emotions had a tendency to do. Nelson caught his lower lip between his teeth, ruffled Tim’s hair, and said, “It’s hard work being the biggest slut this side of the Hudson, but someone’s gotta do it.”

“Come here,” Javier said to Tim. He’d kissed his way down to Nelson’s mostly-hard cock, and encouraged Tim to do the same. There was novelty, to be sure, in kissing around Nelson’s cock—in tweaking his nipples until they were hard and red, and his back arched up off the floor, and he begged them make him come. But even as Nelson’s semen jetted to coat the back of Tim’s mouth, Tim couldn’t help but ponder Nelson’s attitude, and how his matter-of-factness seemed to take something so profound and to make it common.

They settled in on their couches. Tim shared his with Nelson by placing the cushions on the floor and sleeping on the webbing. Nelson fell asleep first. His breathing went deep, faltered, then settled into a rhythm. Javier’s couch squeaked. Tim opened his eyes and saw Javier in the gloomy, late-afternoon light, watching him through his mismatched eyes.

“He doesn’t really think of himself like that,” Javier said. “It’s just how he copes.”

Surprising, how much Javier could see, through clouds.


Chapter 18




It felt wrong when Tim woke up. Wrong temperature. Wrong smell. Wrong bed. Wrong room. Tim hadn’t fallen asleep anywhere other than his own bed in his own room in years, not since he and his ex were dating, before they’d moved in together. Before they’d broken up, and his ex went…well, wherever he’d gone after he left. The couch and the trailer came back to him first—and then the memory of….

Tim stared at the ceiling, baffled. The texture looked vague in the cool, gray pre-dawn light. 

Had he actually done what he thought he’d done?

It seemed as if he had. All the wrong muscles hurt, where he’d braced his thighs in a squat to line his cock up with Javier’s. Where he’d clenched his abdomen in anticipation of shooting—oh man. He’d done it, all right.

He was fairly sure he wouldn’t have even fantasized the dirty things Nelson had encouraged him to try, even in his most decadent daydreams. And he’d definitely done them. Him. Tim Foster.

His ex had always told him he had no imagination. And maybe that was true, given how thoroughly and profoundly his imagination had undershot his most recent experience. One thing Phil could no longer hold over him: Tim couldn’t possibly be classified as “extra vanilla” anymore.

He dropped a hand down to the couch cushions on the floor. Nelson was gone, and though the pillow still bore the impression of his head, the cushions were cool to the touch. Across the room, Javier was curled up on his couch with his back facing the room, so his bad eye was hidden. It was as if he refused to let anyone see his vulnerability without his permission, even in his sleep.

Tim sat up and savored the sensation of muscles he usually ignored having been put to some use. He could hardly consider it soreness—especially when it made him smile, despite himself. He stood and stretched. Yeah, definitely sex. And it had definitely been way too long. And, yeah, he was smiling again. Or maybe he hadn’t actually stopped at any point since he’d opened his eyes.

Once he finished up in the bathroom—smiling the whole time about what a big deal Nelson had made over the size of his dick—he took a discreet look around the conference room, careful not to wake Javier. There was a small snack bar along one wall, with a sink, a refrigerator, and a water cooler. The fridge had been emptied, but the cupboards were awkward to reach over the countertop, so they hadn’t been ransacked. Unfortunately, it looked as if, due to their hard-to-reach position, they weren’t particularly well stocked. 

There was instant coffee, though. Instant creamer, too. And sugar—though, unfortunately, there was a roach carcass legs-up in the sugar. Still. Unsweetened instant coffee was better than no coffee at all. He found a hotpot way in the back, pulled it down from its long span of disuse, set some water to boil, and found somewhere to plug in his netbook.

When he crawled back out from under the table, he found Nelson and Randy standing there, looking at him. A grin spread across Nelson’s face that telegraphed he’d just been checking out Tim and thinking, “been there, done that.” And hopefully, “I wouldn’t mind doing it again.”

“We’re gonna go have a smoke,” Randy said.

“Out there?” Cabin fever must have been setting in already, and they’d been asleep almost the entire time they were there. Aside from…that other thing three of them had been doing.

“Want one?” Nelson asked. He held up a cigar, and somehow made it look embarrassingly phallic without even trying. He knew it, too. Tim could tell by the twinkle in his eye.

“Don’t you think that’s a little reckless?” Tim said. 

Randy snorted. “Mister Drive-on-the-Sidewalk is calling us reckless?” 

“I just think we should stay inside until we know what’s going on.”

Randy and Nelson exchanged a look that said they thought Tim was taking it all way too seriously, and Nelson gave the cigar he was holding a languorous sniff—pointedly phallic—and said, “But they look like they’re Cuban.”

“Of course they’re Cuban.” Javier said, awake now. He had his eye patch in place before he’d even sat completely up. His hair was tousled. It looked sexy tousled. “Alejandro wouldn’t be caught dead with a box of Nicaraguans.” Tim wished he had the guts to ask him to repeat himself. The way he said “Nicaraguans” was sexy, too.

Tim said, “Can’t you just smoke them in the bathroom, or…?”

“I will make anyone who so much as thinks of lighting a cigar in this trailer wish they’d never been born,” Marianne called from the other room.

Nelson raised his eyebrows expectantly and said to Tim, “Well? Are you coming?” Now, Nelson seemed incapable of saying anything that wasn’t a blatant flirtation…which Tim had never realized would make him feel as phenomenally awkward as it did. He couldn’t recall the last time anyone had acted flirty toward him. If anyone ever had at all. And if they had, somewhere in his vague and distant past—it was utterly forgettable compared to the look in Nelson’s eye now, the one that fairly screamed out, I love dick.

On the table behind him, Tim’s netbook chimed an alert message; the security on it was set sky-high in case it was ever stolen. He glanced over his shoulder and okayed the DLR wireless network with a click. “No, I think I should maybe…” he felt the flash drive Javier had stolen for him, square and unyielding in his pocket. “I have some work to do.”

Randy mouthed “work?” like Tim had just spoken a foreign language.

“Stay behind the truck,” Tim suggested. “Keep out of sight.”

Javier stood and tucked his shirt in, then smoothed his hair. “I’ll keep them out of trouble,” he told Tim, and he followed Nelson and Randy outside. Once Nelson and Javier were gone, Tim felt like he could breathe again…although the moment Nelson was no longer watching him with that naughty half-smile and that look in his eyes, Tim began to doubt that he’d actually done the sort of thing with Nelson that would prompt that sort of look.

Concentrate, he told himself. On something other than the memory of stuffing your dick in his mouth…alongside Javier’s. Tim sighed. And here he’d thought the idea of meeting Javier in person was distracting. Reality was definitely underrated. His netbook beeped loudly, and another warning flashed. UNENCRYPTED NETWORK. He hit OK.

He’d saved the initial work he’d done back on his home system on the portable drive. No need to hack past Canaan Products securities again. Tim had set up a new identity in the I.T. department as Joe Johnson, and now it was just a matter of seeing what kinds of permissions he could secure for “Joe.” Yes, Javier had told him to look in Shipping and Receiving. But while he might find evidence of large amounts of manna being moved around in that department, he wouldn’t necessarily know why. He might as well see what else he could find—and I.T. guys had access to everything.

Tim should know.

Within moments, “Joe” was approved. Tim let out a slow breath and began to feel his way around the system. Research and Development. Financials. Company email. And…there it was. Warehouse. 

He began accessing directories, and then downloading. His computer was fast, for a netbook. So much of it was custom that the only thing original to the unit was the keyboard. But it still wasn’t as fast as the powerhouse desktop back at Tim’s apartment. The file grab would take a while.

One by one, the file names flashed on his screen as they transferred. Databases, emails, any documents he could find. Tim grabbed them all with the objective of getting in, getting out, and sorting through it all later.

Once that process was underway, Tim turned to the documents they’d already appropriated from the HR rep at the job fair. Nelson Oliver’s job application was the most recently viewed document…and there, now, was another document Tim had overlooked back at the apartment. The analysis of his application—right there beneath it, just waiting to be browsed.

Tim flicked the scroll bar and spotted a Javier Santos. That wasn’t Javier’s last name, but a quick search showed no other Javier on the roster. Javier’s job application would be all lies—or at least creatively re-worked versions of the truth. But still, it seemed that even the lies he’d told might give Tim some insight about what made him tick. What to open? Nelson’s analysis, or Javier’s mostly-phony application?

Tim wavered, surprised that he felt so torn about where to look first. Funny, how much his perspective had shifted over the last twelve hours or so. He hovered the pointer over Nelson’s file, then Javier’s…then Nelson’s, and back yet again.

And he hoped they would take their time smoking their cigars.




***




It was cold outside, sitting on the concrete slab that was sheltered from street view by the truck. Nelson drew his knees up to his chest, leaned his back against the side panel, and rubbed his hands together. “I don’t need a whole cigar,” he said. “I’m not much of a smoker. Just wanted to see what the whole buzz over a Cuban was all about.” He bumped Javier with his shoulder. “Wanna share?”

He’d taken care to sit on the side of Javier’s good eye. Javier glanced over him, cool as you please. Inscrutable. Nelson supposed it went with his whole calm, cool and collected persona. Still, it seemed like Señor Cool should have thawed a bit, given the fact that they knew each other a lot better now than they had the day before.

Randy pulled out a cigar trimmer—presumably from the office, unless he carried one around with him, which would be totally hilarious—and clipped off the tip. “See?” he showed the cut end to Nelson. “If it was a cheapo, it’d be rolled together from the sweepings off the cigar factory floor. You’d have tobacco crumbling out. But not this. Whole leaves. Nice and tight.”

Nelson glanced at Javier—couldn’t resist. But even the words “nice and tight” didn’t get a rise out of him. Sheesh. What did a guy need to do to make him smile? Oh well. Nelson had always dug a challenge.

Randy passed a cigar to Javier, and then the trimmer. Something in the way Javier handled it—what was it? He’d done it before, yeah…but so had Randy. There was something else to his motions, though. A sureness. Like it was no big deal to fire up an expensive Cuban.

Maybe because he was Cuban. A rich Cuban. If such a thing even existed. Nelson tended to learn his politics as he needed them, and he’d never kept company with a Cuban before, so he only knew the generalities: Bay of Pigs, dictatorship, boat people, embargo. That sort of thing.

Javier rocked the cigar over a lit match, then held it to his lips, puffed, rolled the smoke over his tongue, and blew an experimental, wobbling smoke ring that was whisked away by the wind. While Randy lit his, Javier watched the lit end burn for a moment, then handed it to Nelson and said, “Don’t inhale. It’s not a cigarette.”

Nelson took a puff. The tobacco was wet from Javier’s lips.

“That is so gay,” Randy said.

Nelson laughed the smoke out of his mouth, and handed the cigar back to Javier. I’ll show you gay would have been his typical response, with a nice, juicy kiss right on another guy’s mouth—it was a blast to yank straight dudes’ chains like that—but he could tell by the set of Javier’s shoulders, he’d be seriously pissed at Nelson for even trying it. Even though the whole business of cigar smoking seemed to involve more holding and staring than actually smoking (evidently you didn’t want to get the tobacco too “hot” because that ruined the flavor) and you weren’t even supposed to inhale, Nelson found it companionable enough…with Randy, at least.

How Javier managed to seem so distant—sorting that out would be quite a challenge, all right.

Luckily, Randy attempted to break the ice, so Nelson wouldn’t need to. “So you worked here before?” he said to Javier—and Nelson couldn’t have asked for a better tone in his delivery. Don’t actually care, just random curiosity, something to talk about while we enjoy our cigars.

 And then Javier smirked to himself before answering, “Not exactly.”

Nelson scratched his stubble to hide a smile. Javier couldn’t have piqued his curiosity better if he’d been trying.

“For this company,” Randy clarified—as if maybe Javier had been referring to the specific job site.

“It’s a family business.”

“De la Rosa? That’s your name?” Randy took a round puff of his cigar, cradled the smoke on his tongue for a moment, then blew it out—and gave Nelson a pointed look that said, Gay.

Nelson toyed with his hair to hide another smile. He knew the frat-boy humor should offend his delicate LGBTQ sensibilities…so of course, he found it all the funnier.

Randy talked about how he hated his job at the credit union. Nelson said his job at the video store was okay—except for the customers, who tended to be jerks. And the fact that it paid so shitty. Javier said absolutely nothing, just listened. And then the cigar burned down to the last couple of inches, he took it from Nelson and said, “That’s it. You don’t smoke it down to the butt—it’s not a cigarette.”

While Randy stared at his last couple of inches sadly, willing to risk another few puffs to extend his experience, Nelson stood up and dusted off the back of his jeans. He decided to poke around in the truck before he headed back inside, because all that stuff in the back—who could resist rifling through it, and seeing what made that Tim guy tick?

The boxes were labeled so cryptically Nelson needed to pry open the flaps of the folded-shut boxes and paw through to see what was actually in any of them. The heaviest boxes were water—but the gasoline, bleach and manna weren’t exactly lightweight, either. Clothes. Towels. Flares. Maps. Camping gear. Three different first aid kits. Since he’d seriously depleted the first kit giving Marianne her pedi, Nelson tucked another blue and white box under his arm and turned to head back inside, when he found Javier blocking the truck door. He couldn’t help it—he broke into a smile that made Javier look twice as exasperated as he already did. “What?” Nelson asked, all innocence.

“Watch yourself.”

“Why? Am I gonna do some kind of trick?”

Javier’s uncovered eye narrowed. Probably the one behind the eye patch, too. It might be damn near impossible to make him smile, but it was pretty easy to wind him up. But then he said, “With Tim,” and Nelson sobered. A bit.

“What about him?”

“Just…don’t be an ass.”

Nelson’s short-lived gravity broke, over the uber-serious tone of the warning. He laughed—he could hardly help his assish tendencies. “I’ll try my best.”

Javier didn’t move from the doorway. He had the body language of someone who was accustomed to being Obeyed. He said, “Don’t string him along if you’re going to drop him the second the roadblocks come down. He deserves better than that.”

Nelson looked Javier up and down a few times, unsure where to even begin a reply. “I thought we were all cool.” He shrugged. What did Javier expect to come from a quick-and-dirty hookup? “Aren’t we?”

Even with just the one eye, Javier gave Nelson a look that told him they weren’t.

Javier turned to go, and Nelson caught him by the shoulder. “Hey.” Javier turned back, and Nelson said, “I like Tim. He’s a good guy.”

Javier looked at him, hard. Nelson felt like he was being X-rayed. Maybe losing sight in one eye was like losing one of the full senses. It sharpened whatever remained to a preternatural point.

Nelson was sorely tempted to add that Tim had such a hot dick he wouldn’t mind taking another taste…but he suspected that observation wouldn’t exactly ease Javier’s mind. Sure, Tim wore his heart on his sleeve—it was pretty cute. Refreshing, actually, since Nelson had seen enough hipster ennui to last a lifetime. But Tim was a big boy…in more ways than one. Nelson figured he could speak up for himself if he wasn’t happy with the status quo.


Chapter 19




While the netbook didn’t carry Tim’s full contingent of custom scripts and macros, it was loaded with the important ones. Like the algorithm that cracked passwords, and the script that could erase traces of its user’s activity by overwriting it with innocuous-looking text files. 

Two windows bisected the tiny screen: Javier’s fake résumé and Canaan Products’ Warehouse Division directory. Tim had meant to skim the job fair résumés while his algorithms did their work searching for password protected information at Canaan—but so far, good old “Joe” had access to anything he cared to view, thanks to Javier marching up to that laptop, bold as you please, and copying the credentials Tim needed to create him.

Javier…whose voice left Tim breathless, and whose kisses made him shiver.

A bachelor’s in Literature from Universidad de Costa Rica—was that real? Or a bending of the truth, something similar to what he’d done with a few details tweaked? Or was it a complete fabrication?

Tim could imagine Javier as someone who’d studied literature. Although the book of poetry his résumé said he’d published…Tim couldn’t quite picture that. 

A beep drew his attention to the remote window. His algorithm had swept away evidence of his plunder of Shipping and Receiving, and so he moved on to the manufacturing directory of Canaan’s mainframe. The strings of formulae and scientific-sounding jargon meant nothing to Tim, but would probably be an easy enough read for a guy with a carbon molecule tattooed on his hipbone. A tattoo that extended down into his…pubic hair. Tim adjusted himself and began the download of the database, pleased with the extra ten terabytes of memory he’d added to the netbook. It was heavy, and it drained the heck out of the battery. But it was worth it.

Despite the ample free space, the download and subsequent cleanup would take some time, thanks to the sorry speed of the wireless connection. Another warning flashed. Someone else had logged on the same IP host.

“Marianne, are you on the computer in there?”

“Just emailing my mom,” she called back.

Tim hit OK, and looked a bit closer at Javier’s fake résumé. Judging by the year on his bachelor’s, he’d be about thirty—a year older than Tim. If he’d finished college in four years. If they even started at eighteen in Costa Rica, like they did in the States. If the degree itself wasn’t bogus. If that was where he’d even come from.

It wasn’t necessary to look at Nelson’s résumé again. Even though Tim hadn’t seen it since he’d copped a guilty look back at his apartment, that information was stamped on his brain as if a hot iron had branded it there. And given Nelson’s appreciation of the crystal structure of boron, Tim was beginning to suspect that the listing of his education or technical skills hadn’t been exaggerated in hopes of scoring a callback.

Nelson’s analysis, then….

Another warning popped up. The other computer was sending its email. Tim hit OK and considered disabling the warnings, but of course he’d never do something so crazy on a wireless network with such basic encryption. He double-clicked on the analysis.

Yet another warning popped up. Marianne had opened another browser window. Tim sighed, and considered asking her to surf the web some other time. Maybe he could tell her it was slowing down the connection. But then she would be bored. She’d probably start to linger around behind him and try to figure out what he was doing, so it would be best to let her keep herself occupied in the office, despite the annoying warnings that would pop up every time she navigated to a new page.

Tim increased the font size of Human Resources’ analysis of Nelson Oliver, but found he needed to scroll too much to make heads or tails of the information at that size, though he did see the words underemployed and lacks direction. He decreased the font by a click, and it was nearly impossible to read.

Marianne opened another browser window. Tim dismissed the warning message. As soon as he started to figure out how the analysis was laid out, what with it being nearly impossible to read at such a small font size, another message popped up—this one letting him know that the Canaan manufacturing database was finished downloading.

His remote connection to Canaan took priority over his curiosity about Nelson, and he began sifting through Canaan’s system to see what other information was there for the taking. Squinting at the tiny netbook screen was maddening, though. Maybe he could borrow the monitor from the other office…the one Javier had declared was off-limits. Tim sighed. Maybe not.

Tim scrolled through the company’s backups, and said a silent “thank you” to the fellow IT tech who’d set up every user’s data to back up every night. He ranked each user by the amount of gigs they’d stored, then hacked his way into the backed up folders of the users who generated the most info. Sales. Marketing. Financials. He wasn’t sure what else would be useful, so he began downloading all the personal stuff. It would take a while, but it’d be better to sort through it once he was no longer connected. And then he dug a bit deeper.

Email—jackpot. Not just the email of a single user. The entire company’s email. It lived on their server, all of it, every message that hadn’t been erased—and even those might be resurrected from prior backups. Tim combed through folders until he found the email directory, which was protected by another layer of security beyond what “Joe” could access. (Finally. Tim was starting to wonder if he’d managed to put “Joe” in charge of the whole damn company.) He set a script to cracking the email directory passwords. There wasn’t much more the netbook could handle, but still, it seemed like he was wasting precious time if he just sat there and watched his macro try out passwords while the other information continued to download.

The script that was digging for locked files pulled up its report. Tim paused the email download and started grabbing the sensitive stuff, setting its landing folder to begin hacking into any locked files.

Maybe whatever it was they were looking for wasn’t on Canaan Products’ mainframe at all. Maybe corporate had nothing to do with it. Maybe it lived on the personal phones and PDAs of whoever was involved. Tim just wouldn’t know until he rolled up his sleeves and started digging. And the waiting—for the downloads to finish, for the macros to do their work—was making him crazy.

He supposed that running the text editor wouldn’t be too taxing on the netbook. It shouldn’t slow anything down. It was about as simple as a program could get.

He pulled down his last Voice of Reason update—dismissed the warning that told him he was downloading something from a new cloud, because yes, he knew—and re-read the last thing he’d written.

Bowery riot makes Broadway impassable from Bleecker to 4th. Phone lines down. Canaan Products recruitment fair in the Pamoda Building—coincidence?

Whatever was going on, it was no longer confined to the lower east side. Congestion and chaos had spread through uptown. Maybe farther, for all Tim knew. And then there was the traffic control that bordered on Marshall Law—what was that all about? He couldn’t post that. Too accusatory. But he could type:

Still no phone service? For shame, New York. Maybe the repair crews could get through if you cleared out the sawhorses and rolled up the spike strips.

Assuming there IS anything wrong with the phone lines.

Tim didn’t usually resort to using such a catty tone—but the sight of New York’s Finest showing civilians the business end of their batons had left an indelible stain on his brain. Too bad he didn’t have a photo of what he’d seen. A picture really was worth a thousand words, even in the age of Photoshop. Maybe Javier would be willing to be in charge of photos, at least while Tim was driving.

The thought of being in the trenches with Javier—shoulder to shoulder—distracted Tim momentarily from the scrolling macros working on the password hack. Now that he had a face to put with Javier’s name—heck, not only a face, but a body. And a kissing style. And the memory of him grabbing Nelson’s hair and forcing him to deep throat Tim’s cock. Now the thought of working with a partner (or two) seemed less like a pipe dream, and more like a real, actual possibility.

Not like Tim’s ex. He’d always said something about it being a “waste of time” if he ever found Tim working on the Voice of Reason. But his tone seemed edgy when he did—like the “waste of time” remark was just the story he was telling himself. Did he buy that story? Because even Tim, who was supposedly not particularly gifted at reading people, if Phil could be believed, suspected he was actually a little bit scared of the possible consequences of publishing the site.

Tim re-read his latest Voice of Reason entry and wondered if maybe he should make it read more neutral, but then he heard footsteps, and voices outside the trailer door—cigar time was over—and he hit upload.

The netbook screen went red, and a half dozen alert windows cascaded open.

In the adjacent office, an urgent electronic tone blared out like a bomb getting ready to detonate, just as the front door opened and Randy, Javier and Nelson filed into the trailer. Nelson and Randy looked toward the office. Javier, though, looked at Tim.

WARNING: YOU’VE GOT COMPANY

Tim swallowed, but his mouth had gone dry. He’d set that popup alarm with packet-sniffers on guard to make sure no one was monitoring the activity on his account. Shit. And here he was on a poorly-encrypted network, hacking into Canaan Products. And simultaneously updating Voice of Reason. Nothing like linking together every single subversive or illegal thing he was doing and serving it up to the FBI on a platter. Evidently the thrill of getting spectacularly laid had made his brain bypass the lobe where he kept his common sense—because, seriously, what the fuck had he been thinking?

Marianne emerged from the office and said, “Uh…Tim?”

Shut down. Shut down. Tim stabbed the netbook keys, and suddenly they were way too small, or his fingers were way too big, or…or….

His netbook started to bleat in time with the computer in the other room, both of them sirening like they were singing a duet.

“What happened?” Randy asked Marianne.

“I don’t know—I was just checking to see if the Voice of Reason had any news yet, and then….”

Javier was at Tim’s side, one arm around his waist. “Escape key?” he said quietly.

“No. Alt-F4.”

Javier calmly closed all the shrilling alerts, then stopped the file transfer. Tim felt as if he might pass out—until Javier ran his pinkie finger down the side of Tim’s hand, and Tim remembered how to breathe. “It’s fine,” Javier said. He shut down the netbook, unplugged it and tucked it under his arm. How anyone could possibly be that cool-headed, Tim had no idea.

“You were checking the Voice of Reason,” Nelson repeated thoughtfully.

“Nelson,” Javier said—not an order, not a blatant, direct order, anyway. But his tone said, leave it.

“Yeah,” Randy said, “she’s gonna marry that guy someday.”

“Voice of Reason,” Nelson repeated. He was looking at Tim—right at Tim. And grinning. “V-o-R,” he spelled.

Randy added, “If he ever moves out of his mommy’s basement.” 

Marianne made an exasperated groan. “I think I messed up the computer.”

Nelson slipped around her and into the adjacent office so quickly, he practically broke into a run.

“How did he figure…?” Tim said.

“Never mind.” Javier went after Nelson. He moved quickly—much more quickly than Tim, who suddenly felt like he was all oversized feet and bafflement.

There were only five of them there inside that trailer, Randy and Marianne; Nelson, Javier and Tim. But getting through the door to the office to see what was going on suddenly felt as tricky as driving through the riot outside the job fair. 

Nelson was wiggling the mouse by the time Tim squeezed past Randy. “The screen’s all locked down and everything’s beeping,” he said playfully. “How’d that happen? My desktop never does this.”

Javier reached around him and jabbed some keys, and the alarm stopped chirping, leaving the room suddenly quiet. Except for breathing—hard, panicked breathing—which, Tim suddenly realized, was his.

Nelson glanced up from the monitor and caught Tim’s eye, and smiled that cocky, flirtatious smile of his, and said, “Don’t worry, Tim-Man. No harm, no foul.”

What the hell was that supposed to mean?




***




Yanking someone’s chain was one thing—but poor Tim looked like he was just about ready to keel over. And since Nelson did actually think Tim was a good guy (if slightly awkward), he decided to take pity on him. “C’mon, Marianne,” he said with a flourish of the first aid kit. “Time for another pedi.” He grabbed Randy on the way out of the office, and said, “Moral support.” Which would leave those two alone in the office to figure out what was going on with the website, Javier and Tim.

Or, should he say, Voice of Reason?

He wasn’t one hundred percent sure…but it only made sense. The piece of paper in his pocket—the one Javier had wanted to shred that featured a nice, juicy chat between “J” and “VoR,” the fact that they’d known each other only online before they’d met in person…and, of course, the way VoR was such a kinktastic bottom-boy in that chat, and Tim had shot like the Fourth of July when Nelson fingered him.

Probably best not to dwell on that. Marianne might get the idea Nelson had a bi-curious foot fetish if he popped a chubby while he was cleaning her up.

Even though he’d wrapped the wounds loosely before, the gauze was stuck to the abrasions with dried lymph. Nelson swabbed the stuck areas with antibiotic cream and let the lotion soften up the human glue before he peeled off the dressing, and even so, he could tell it hurt. “Have your parents heard anything more than we have?” he asked Marianne—both because he actually wondered, and because he was hoping to distract her from the blisters and abrasions.

“Some problem with a base station, according to the news.”

“Is that possible?” Randy asked. “I thought cell phones went through satellites.”

“Yeah, for the transmission,” Nelson said. “But they need the base stations to connect the signals to the frequencies.”

Marianne said, “And then they claimed the cellular service being down overloaded the land lines and caused the outages.”

“They claimed,” Randy repeated. “You sound exactly like the Voice of Reason.”

Not exactly. Nelson quelled a grin.

“You’re not really going to make me wear duct tape shoes,” Marianne said, “are you?”

“Not until we figure out where we’re going.”

Randy sat down hard on one of the sofas and said, “A day off and no way to enjoy it. I wish we had a TV.”

Marianne added wistfully, “Or at least a deck of cards.”

Luckily, when Bobby was a restless eight-year-old, the weather was too crappy to go outside, and the only employed person in the apartment brought home minimum wage, Nelson had devised at least twenty ways to keep the kid amused for hours with nothing but a pencil and a piece of paper. He raided the credenza and came up with half a ream of copy paper, some blank legal pads, and a handful of pens with the DLR Construction logo on the barrel. “Hangman,” he said. “Tick tack toe. Twenty questions. And if you get really desperate, then draw yourself that deck of cards.”

Marianne and Randy stared at their yellow legal pads for a moment, and eventually Marianne said, “I haven’t played hangman in years. I’m not even sure I remember how it goes.”

“Think of a word,” Randy said. He pulled a chair out from the conference table for her, and she sat down and began drawing blank lines on her legal pad. He sat beside her and said, “Right, now put the gallows here. I start guessing letters, and when I get one wrong, you draw the head….”

Head? Nelson quelled another grin. His jaw was still aching.


Chapter 20




“Check the computer,” Javier told Tim.

Tim sat down in front of the desktop, stared at it for a moment, then said, “It’s in Spanish. All the menus. Everything. I’ve never…uh…I took French in high school. Is there a preference I can change, or something?”

Javier stared at the office door as if he might see through it and out into the conference room—and there, analyze Marianne and see if she was acting suspicious. But no. If she were something other than a fellow Canaan Products hopeful, she possessed quite a bit of acting talent, enough to make it this far without any of them noticing that she was a company girl. She wouldn’t give herself away now by looking shifty-eyed and reading over their shoulders. She’d be acting…well, like a typical person. Opinionated without being too terribly radical. Helpful, and yet helpless. And, of course, very petite and innocuous-looking.

Javier pinched the bridge of his nose and wondered what it would be like to trust someone readily again, without stockpiling for a blackmail contingency. Had life ever been so simple? Maybe another life.

“Javier?”

“There is no magic button. If the menus are Spanish, it means the operating system is Spanish.”

“Oh. I should have known that,” Tim said. “It seems like a pretty basic—”

“Have you ever lived outside the United States?”

“N-no.”

“Well, then.” Javier leaned over Tim’s back and took the mouse from his unprotesting hand. “It’s not so different. The browser’s icon looks the same.” He opened the browser.

“Historia. Right. I guess I could’ve figured it out. I just didn’t expect….”

Javier hardly heard him. He was staring at the back of his neck, where his hair parted to reveal the paleness of his skin. It was so tempting to bury his face in Tim’s hair, to rake his teeth over that vulnerable spot. Surprisingly tempting, considering they’d gotten that initial awkwardness out of the way the night before, and the urges should have been slaked, at least for the moment. But, no. That would have been too easy.

“Oh,” Tim said. “All the page names are in English, too. This isn’t so bad. According to the history, she checked her email, did a search on ‘Manhattan Riot’ and ‘Canaan Products’…and then, ‘Canaan Products sucks donkey balls.’”

“And then she visited the Voice of Reason.”

“Yeah.”

Javier looked at the time listed for each item. It did seem innocent enough. “Could she have been doing anything other than checking to see if you’d updated?”

“Nothing, not from a browser. She would need to be playing in the command line.” He scrolled through the short history again. “I think it was just my own safeguards that set it off. That’s all.”

“Better safe than sorry,” Nelson said. 

Nelson? 

Tim’s head snapped up as if he’d been found guilty of something, but Javier just gave Nelson a cool stare. Nelson slouched in the doorframe with an ease born out of a lifetime of carefully affected nonchalance. He pried his shoulder away from the wall, closed the door behind him, and scuffed his way over to the desk. “So after last night’s big initiation, are you guys gonna let me into the inner circle, or what? ’Cos whatever cloak-and-dagger game you’re playing at, this whole Voice of Reason deal…I’m not gonna lie. I’ve got a total boner for it.”

Of course he did. Javier considered how best to buy them a bit of time, to give Tim some time to weigh the pros and cons of bringing another stranger into his confidence….

“Yeah,” Tim said defiantly. “It’s my site.”

Well. So much for verifying Nelson’s character references. 

“I kinda figured,” Nelson said as he fit himself against Tim’s opposite shoulder—and no, the “boner” wasn’t literal, although knowing him, it wouldn’t take more than a wayward breeze to stir one up. “But what’s the point? You make money off it?”

Tim shook his head.

“You’re not taking any credit for it, either,” Nelson observed. “So it must be something else.” He reached around Tim, clasped his hand over Javier’s on the mouse, navigated to the Voice of Reason homepage, and read aloud, “Canaan Products recruitment fair in the Pamoda Building—coincidence? Pointing fingers at not only the region’s biggest manna producer, but the company with the most politicians in its pockets—someone might think you’re a Leftist.”

“I’m not a—”

“Leftists, however, are sloppy. They poison batches of manna. They chain themselves to semi-trucks and throw unprocessed alfalfa slime at senators. You? You publish your anonymous website.” Nelson drew his finger up the back of Javier’s hand, and Javier’s arm broke out in gooseflesh. “You go through a lot of trouble to get your info from primary sources rather than regurgitating rumor and hearsay. And then, when all hell breaks loose, you show up with your truck and make sure your buddy on the inside doesn’t get trampled in a riot.”

“I…guess.”

With his hand still clasped atop Javier’s, Nelson pressed his mouth into the very spot on the back of Tim’s neck that Javier had been fantasizing about, and said right against his skin, “What do you get out of it, then? Not cash. Not fame. Not prestige.”

Tim’s voice sounded thick when he replied, “It’s the right thing to do.”

Nelson smiled into the back of Tim’s neck. “Someone might pay good money to make sure all that dirt you’re digging up stays buried.”

“It’s not about that. The point isn’t to keep things covered up. It’s to make sure people know—”

“I love how impractical you are. I’m the very same way.” Nelson turned his head so that his cheek was still nestled in Tim’s hair, and he caught Javier’s gaze, squeezed his hand and said, “What about you?”

“A paragon of impracticality.” Javier said it so dryly, it could have been taken for sarcasm. Best to keep Nelson guessing. Tim might hand his whole heart on a platter to someone he’d spent a single night with, but Javier knew better than to trust someone for sentimental reasons.

If Nelson sensed as much, he didn’t seem particularly concerned. He shifted and peered over Tim’s shoulder at the site. “So what now? Do you really think it wasn’t a coincidence that the rioting started at Canaan? ’Cos it seems a lot bigger than that now. And then there’s the cell service blackout.”

Tim looked to Javier, who was nowhere near as eager to share any more of his secrets than was absolutely necessary. “It started at Canaan,” Javier confirmed.

Nelson stroked his hand again, more suggestively now, teasing between his fingers, but Javier didn’t elaborate.

Nelson cracked an exasperated smile, and said, “Because…?”

It was difficult to resist answering him. The last time Javier had been betrayed by a lover, the clues, in retrospect, had been obvious enough. Ambition. Cunning. Not to say that Nelson wasn’t intelligent…but ambitious? Only when it came to getting laid. Unable to entirely resist that naughty twinkle in Nelson’s eye, Javier extended a bit more trust, and said, “Why do you think?” 

“Me? Hell, I can think of a dozen reasons. Crappy offshore working conditions, like Marianne said. Weaseling out of keeping up with whatever environmental standards they’re supposed to meet. Hiring a big raft of people like they were at that job fair…why? So they can cut the employees who’ve been there for thirty years and replace them with someone at half their age and half their salary?” He pressed his fingertip deeper between Javier’s middle and ring fingers as if to hint at something he’d rather be doing, and then followed with one of his typical double entendres. “Do you need me to keep going? ’Cos I can.”

Javier looked down at Nelson’s hand. His index finger. Stroking. Probing. And if he claimed Nelson didn’t turn him on despite his efforts to control himself, it would be a lie. “What about…a recall?” Javier said quietly. “A recall no one knew about?”

Nelson’s finger stopped its stroking. “Like a spoiled batch?”

“Maybe.”

Nelson considered the idea. “But you’d hear about that. It would be public record.” His other hand, Javier saw, had worked its way around Tim, caressing his stomach absently while Nelson leaned into the back of Tim’s head. Tim was blushing.

Javier watched Nelson’s eyes track side to side in thought. Maybe he really wasn’t aware he was seducing them, both of them, with every casual move. Throwing himself at men came as naturally to him as breathing. 

Javier decided to press further. “What other reasons could they have for swapping huge amounts of manna from store shelves and calling it a stock rotation?”

“Quality control? A new flavor? You’ll need to give me more to go on than that. I could think of about a million reasons.”

Tim opened his netbook. All three watched the monitor scroll through some startup scripts, and then a plain, utilitarian screen appeared. Tim navigated to a text document and opened it. Javier took the strings of symbols for some sort of programming language, until Tim held up the tiny computer and said, “You tell me. This formula was locked up tighter than anything else on the server. Does it have to do with a flavor?”

Rather than simply taking the netbook, Nelson used the opportunity to slide his hand up Tim’s chest and press his entire upper body into Tim’s back to read over his shoulder—and scowl at the screen. Javier expected a glib answer, but none came. “Nope, not a flavor, that’s for sure. But there is something here—something to do with the process. It’s not shorter, though. It’s longer—which makes no sense at all, because the more steps you add, the more expensive it is to make, and if they were doing something that cost them money, they’d advertise it as a big, fancy feature. Can you print it out for me?”

Tim extricated himself from the huddle, which finally pulled Nelson’s hand from Javier’s, and figured out where to plug his netbook into the office’s printer. “And you’ll be able to tell what it is just by reading the formula?” Javier said skeptically.

“Some supporting documentation would be nice, but yeah. I can read it. Ten years ago, when the whole ‘more protein’ formulation was the buzzword in the industry? That was me. I figured out how to bind another amino acid to the chain when I was twenty-four friggin’ years old.”

He should be wealthy, if not famous. That much was obvious. Javier thought it was best not to pry, but Tim couldn’t seem to resist. “What happened?”

“I was in grad school…so technically, my advisor owned the idea. Bought himself a condo in Miami with the patent, or that’s what I think they told me. Something like that. I don’t know for sure. I was on a wicked bender at the time.”

“Wasn’t there anything you could do about it?” Tim said.

“He slid me ten grand to not make a big stink. I had a two-year-old at home. I took it.”

The sound of the formula printing out was a welcome diversion. As was the case with everything Alejandro de la Rosa owned, the printer was the top of the line, and the pages slipped into the tray with a mere whisper. Even that subtle sound was enough to put an end to the conversation that none of them wished to take part in any longer.

Nelson took the first few sheets from the printer and curled up with them on the sofabed, chewing on the end of a pen, with his knees drawn up to his chest and the formula resting on his thighs. Javier caught another sheet as it fed from the printer. Gibberish, to him. But obviously Nelson saw something there.

“What’s with that?” he said, mostly to himself, though both Javier and Tim hung on the statement until he began circling parts of the formula, and it became clear he wasn’t going to expound on it.

Javier turned to Tim. “You were updating your site. Why don’t you finish—from this computer, if it’s more secure. And link to that video, if you want to. If you could pause on that sign….”

“I can’t, not without video editing software. Maybe I can grab a screenshot, though.” Tim sat down at Alejandro’s desk and began keying in some commands. Javier stood and watched over his shoulder as he downloaded the video, paused it at the point where the Child Killers sign was as clear as it was going to get, and took a shot. “What should I put in the caption?” he asked Javier.

What, indeed? Was manna killing children now? That would be a hell of an accusation to make without any proof. Besides, hadn’t Javier seen the county morgue himself? There were no children’s bodies on those bloody tables. Not a single one. “Forget the caption. Just post the image on your front page.”

“No explanation?”

“None. Everyone knows by now there’s something going on in Manhattan. We don’t know for sure what it is—so why risk pointing someone in the wrong direction, someone who might be able to sort out the truth? Put that picture online just as it is and let it speak for itself.”

“Hand me the rest of that printout.” Nelson wiggled his fingers in a “gimme” gesture without looking up. Even as he took the papers from Javier, his eyes remained glued to the formula. He was doing it again, and he didn’t even know it. He was making Javier feel something. 

The side of his personality that Nelson showed the word most of the time—the thirty-something who desperately needed to grow up, but what did it matter since he was fun in bed—it wasn’t exactly a false persona. But there was so much more than that, and not very far beneath the surface, either. Just when Javier began to convince himself that Nelson was nothing but a good-time lay, a bit of that façade would slip, and Javier would realize Nelson was a much better man than he. 

That thing Nelson made him feel? Regret. But Javier supposed it was better than feeling nothing at all.




***




Nelson wished he had the standard, unadorned formula for Canaan “plain” at hand. Yes, plain: the flavor that had netted Randy his ill-fated hundred dollars. Because plain had been developed to yield the highest amount of nutrition with the least amount of labor and expense. No fancy proprietary processes, and certainly no tweaking for mouth-feel or aftertaste. Good old plain. A third-world staple and a tightwad’s delight.

While part of Nelson’s brain was working on the problem of getting a copy of the plain formula—probably Tim could do it, a very useful guy to have around—the full frontal portion of his attention kept coming back to a single line in the current formula: a hydrogen carbon chain that had no business being there.

Granted, Nelson hadn’t dug around in manna nuts and bolts for years. He’d been busy comparing the relative virtues of Porky’s Revenge and Hot Tub Time Machine for anyone who was willing to listen. Maybe the chain was some byproduct of a new manufacturing process. Maybe it was a nutritional fortification. Hell, maybe it was just a slip of a data entry clerk’s finger.

Although…he didn’t think so. Not really.

Because despite Nelson’s best efforts to keep his head buried in the sand so he could stop salivating over sour grapes, if the formula for basic manna had changed that much…he would have heard about it.

And now he owed the cliché jar two bucks. Three, if you counted the Pavlov reference.

“What is it?” Javier asked quietly, and Nelson glanced up from the paper. “You look concerned.”

“I don’t know what the hell this is. They added an extra step to the manufacturing process—but that’s crazy. If anything, they should be trying to eliminate steps if they want to keep their cost down. Multiply a new step by a hundred million pounds every year, and you’ve got….” Nelson shook his head. “I have no idea. It costs them time and money…and it serves no purpose that I can see.”

Javier shot Nelson a bitter smile. “And here I thought nothing could ever shock you.”


Chapter 21 




Without evidence, Javier hadn’t been totally convinced that the manna recall had meant anything (or, that it had even happened at all). Now, though, it was beginning to seem more and more likely that Canaan Products had something to hide. Nelson had been poring through their formulae and their records—and he was so engrossed by what he’d found that he hadn’t made a dick joke in nearly ten hours.

"We’re running out of paper,” Tim said.

Javier glanced at the printer. Stacks of printouts surrounded it: email, databases, files. From the safety of the office, Tim had resumed his downloads, and he’d been unearthing the information ten times faster than Javier could even skim it. “How much more is there?”

Tim tallied up the figures listed on the monitor, scrolled down, counted some more, scrolled again, and finally said, “Lots.”

Javier didn’t want to violate the sanctity of the second office, the one that belonged to the site manager—even though they didn’t know each other, or maybe because of that. And because Alejandro would have simply strode in and taken what he needed without giving the matter a second thought. Javier didn’t want to be his father’s son. But it seemed he wouldn’t have a choice—at least in the matter of the paper.

He left Alejandro’s office so focused on the task of finding that paper, he was startled to find Randy and Marianne seated on one of the meeting room couches, keeping silent watch on the door.

They both looked at him expectantly.

Since Javier couldn’t think of a single thing to say, he said nothing, and simply walked past them and into the second office. He felt a presence behind him as he opened a closet and scanned the boxes. Mostly files and small equipment, parts that wore out quickly and components that were either expensive or fragile. And, of course the types of things Alejandro wouldn’t deign to store in his own office, like toilet paper.

They should probably take it, Javier decided, just in case Tim had only stocked enough for one or two people. Who knew when the stores and businesses would open again? He pulled out a shrink-wrapped block of toilet paper rolls and turned to set it down, and found Marianne directly behind him, watching. She took the toilet paper from him, braced it against her hip, and said, “What’s going on?”

“What do you mean?”

“Oh, don’t give me that. The printer’s been running all day long. You guys are so wrapped up in it you haven’t even eaten. Something’s up.”

Javier turned a lie around in his mind. There could be food in the office, for all she knew…but she was right. They hadn’t eaten. Words and letters, letters and words. The day had been lost to combing through documents trying to figure out exactly how much manna had been moved, and why.

“I realize you hardly know me,” Marianne said, “but I care about you, all of you. If something is going on, I want to know what.”

She was right. Javier hardly knew her at all. 

She must have seen he wasn’t inclined to explain himself, since she added, “I want to help.”

Maybe she did, or maybe she was just curious. Or maybe it was no accident she’d followed them out of the job fair. Javier had no reason to trust her. More importantly, the secrets were not his to divulge. “You want to help? Find some copy paper.”

Marianne’s eyes narrowed. She didn’t like being kept in the dark. And what was worse than that…when Javier gave her that directive, he’d sounded exactly like his father.

Voices carried through from the conference room, because as well-made as the office trailer might be, it was still a trailer—a lightweight, prefabricated box. A jumble of voices, and then Randy exclaiming, “How did you know that?”

“How did who know what?” Marianne called back loudly—probably to ensure that Javier could see he wasn’t the only one who might give her some answers. She gave Javier a pointedly displeased look, then dropped the toilet paper and went to see what was going on in the other room. Javier considered pointing out as she swept past him that she’d claimed she wanted to help. But he knew better than to start getting petty with a woman.

He followed her into the conference room. Randy stood in front of the couch with a hand on his abdomen. Nelson was in front of him, holding a sheet of paper. Tim stood in the doorway to Alejandro’s office, wild-eyed, excited. Had they found something? Javier tried to catch Tim’s eye, but failed.

“Seriously,” Randy said. He shook his head. “That’s just freaky.”

“What is?” Marianne asked.

“Nelson knew I’d just put on some weight.” Randy looked down at himself. He was more muscular than heavy, but there was no way Javier would have known that some of his bulk was more recent, not without a before-and-after shot.

“What about you?” Tim asked Marianne. “Did you gain any weight lately?”

She looked as if she’d just been slapped.

Nelson rolled his eyes. “You don’t just ask a woman—”

Marianne lurched through the group of men, limping, shoving Nelson aside, then ducked into the bathroom and slammed the door.

Tim stared at the closed door, mouth working. “But I…I meant either her or Javier. I was looking at both of them.”

Randy said, “Smooth move, Ex-Lax.”

Tim was genuinely distressed. “Why would she…? I wasn’t implying that I thought she was fat. It was a plural ‘you.’ Plural!”

“Here’s a tip,” Randy said. “Ask her how old she is, next. She’ll really like that.”

Nelson scrunched up his face in an effort to keep from bursting into laughter. Javier ignored Nelson, approached Tim, and put a hand on his forearm. “Before we start throwing around any theories, we need to decide—”

“So how’d you know about my weight?” Randy was asking Nelson, oblivious to Javier’s attempt to plug the information leak. “It’s not the fact that I’m wearing a new pair of pants. Anyone would wear new pants to a job interview. Not that you can even tell they’re new anymore—they look like I just slept beneath an overpass in ’em.”

Tim broke away from Javier and went to the bathroom door. He tried the doorknob, then rapped on the door a few times, and called through it, “It was a plural you!”

“What type of manna do you eat?” Nelson asked Randy.

He shrugged. “Cheese, usually. Or mushroom. Sometimes I mix them together.”

“Not the flavor—the brand. Is it Canaan Products manna?”

“Well, sure. The only other brand they sell by my place is Fiesta Maná—and that Mexican stuff is spicy enough to burn your tongue right out of your head.”

Nelson turned to Javier. “What about you? Has your weight been about the same?” His eyes raked Javier’s body. Shameless as always, even while he was working through a theory. “Or has it gone down…” His gaze settled on Javier’s crotch. “Or up?”

“I’m not discussing this now.”

Randy looked baffled. “What, now he’s sensitive about his weight, too? What the hell for?”

Javier looked Nelson in the eye, and said, “Wait. Just wait. Can you do that for me?”

Nelson gave an “I suppose” shrug. It would need to be good enough. Javier took Tim by the arm, drew him away from the bathroom, led him into Alejandro’s office, and closed the door behind them.

Tim looked stricken. For someone out to champion the cause of the people and their right to know and to hell with the consequences, he fell apart quickly enough when he made a girl cry. Javier backed him into a wall, stood chest to chest with him, and said, slowly and quietly, in a voice that was impossible to ignore, “Pull yourself together.”

Tim paled a bit, and then nodded. He also shifted his hips so that his crotch wasn’t pressed into Javier’s pubic bone, and he began breathing very carefully. Javier suspected it shouldn’t turn him on to know he could elicit such a strong and visceral response from Tim, and so easily. But it did.

Unfortunately, he had more to say. “Bringing in Nelson—fine. He’s an asset. We’ve seen his home. We’ve met his family. We can guess what kind of person he is. But the other two? Are you going to take your most precious possession—your anonymity—and throw it all away? Why? To make a couple of strangers like you?”

Tim paled further still as the harshness of Javier’s assessment, and more importantly the accuracy, hit home. Javier was willing to bet the sparks of arousal that had flared so quickly between them were now firmly extinguished for the moment. Cruel? Yes. But if that was what it took to protect Tim, then so be it.

Tim visibly wrestled with his reply for so long it seemed like he might not answer Javier at all, but when he did, he spoke loudly, as if he was trying to convince himself, too. “I think they’re okay. Both of them.”

“Tim….” Javier sighed, and pressed his forehead into Tim’s shoulder. “Back at the job fair, Randy screwed Nelson out of a hundred dollars without a second thought.”

“Nelson doesn’t seem too broken up over it.”

“What do you think the identity of the Voice of Reason would be worth to Canaan’s public relations department? Or how about their legal team?”

“That’s different. The thing at the job fair was a competition, a game. That’s not the same as ruining someone’s whole life by selling them out.”

While Javier would never stoop to rubbing himself all over someone to encourage their complicity—like Nelson would—he did allow himself to linger against Tim for just one more moment. To breathe in the scent of him. To feel his skittish tension. It wasn’t with conscious thought that he turned his head so his lips grazed Tim’s neck. Maybe it was simply to fit himself more closely to Tim’s hard contours. Or maybe it was to turn his sighted eye against Tim’s body, rather than his blind one, and effectively shut out the world for just a moment. Whatever the reason, the result was the same. His lips dragged over Tim’s neck, where stubble grew more sparsely. The feel of the whiskers, just long enough that they weren’t stiff, drew a sigh from Javier before he could check it. No doubt it played over Tim’s vulnerable throat just as effectively as if Javier had planned it that way.

Tim’s breath hissed in, and he trapped Javier’s face with both hands and tilted his head for a kiss.

It was sudden and impulsive, and rather than being forceful in its demand, needy. Javier didn’t want to respond…but he couldn’t stop himself. He opened his mouth to Tim, drank in his ragged breaths, and suddenly there were hands everywhere, so desperate it felt more rife with groping than it had the night before, when there were three sets of hands rather than two. They both gasped, attempting to keep quiet, but their bodies strained for each other like they were starving for contact, and their breathing was loud. Javier stroked his hands over Tim’s broad shoulders and down his upper arms. Tim ran his fingers along the place where the eye patch ties cut into Javier’s temple, and then over his jaw, cradling it so his thumbs framed their kiss, as if he needed to feel it with his hands, as evidence to believe it was really happening. Their stomachs brushed. Their hips. And the swell at the front of Javier’s trousers prodded the bulge in Tim’s jeans.

Javier broke the kiss. He felt as dazed as Tim looked, and he wanted nothing more than to fill his lungs with breath and dive in for another, deeper kiss…but he forced himself to say, “We can’t—not now. Nelson’s on the verge of figuring something out, and when he does, he’ll tell them. We need to shut him up.”

Tim processed Javier’s words for a moment, and then said, “I love—”

“Don’t say it.”

Stubbornness flashed in Tim’s eyes, and he looked like he was about to repeat himself.

“Not now,” Javier added, more gently. “Not while all this is happening. If you say it now…it doesn’t count.”

“When will it count?”

Javier wasn’t sure himself, but he said, “Once things get back to normal.” He pulled himself away from Tim’s solidity, his strength, and turned back toward the conference room door.

Behind him, Tim said, “What if they never do?”




***




If something big was going to happen—if Manhattan were to blow up, or maybe a meteor would strike the earth and knock it into the sun—Tim wished it would just happen already, before something inside him crumbled. Because he’d just blurted out the L-word—how stupid was he? Why was he always the first one to say it? And why didn’t anyone say it right back to him the first time? Ever?

Then, just as Tim figured that in his case the L-word might as well stand for loser, Javier claimed that saying those three little words in a time of emergency “didn’t count,” in that sexy accent of his….

And now Tim didn’t know what to think.

Javier stepped out through the door, said, “Nelson,” and gestured for him to come into the office. Marianne had emerged from the bathroom while they were disentangling from that kiss—and her eyes were all red and puffy. Just great. As if Tim didn’t feel like enough of a jackass.

Nelson didn’t take kindly to being summoned—no big shock. He stood and considered Javier’s invitation for a lot longer than he needed to, then he said, “Aye aye, captain,” with an extra helping of sarcasm and a mock salute—just in case anyone there might have thought he wasn’t going simply because it suited his own purposes.

Talk about volatile. While Tim was busy worrying his own awkwardness would cause something fragile inside him to break, the chemistry between those two seemed likely to blow them all to pieces.

Nelson’s shoulder grazed Tim’s chest when he came into the office, and Tim nearly jumped out of his own skin. But how could he react to Nelson like that when he’d just sort-of proclaimed his love for Javier? Baffling. He realized they were two separate people, right? Except…tumbling into his life together like they had, all violence and adrenaline and confusion—maybe his brain saw them as a package deal. And those stirrings he felt when Javier was pressed up against him, talking to him in that low, authoritative voice…he felt that thrill when he looked at Nelson, too.

And now Nelson was making it a point to brush up against Tim whenever he was within range.

Once Tim shut the door, Nelson and Javier faced off, and Tim wondered if that explosion he’d been sensing was about to ignite. He backed against the wall and steeled himself. When he was sixteen and he’d figured out he was gay, he’d done a bunch of research, Kinsey reports and the New England Journal of Medicine, before he’d broken the news to his parents, who’d received it with stalwart resignation. So being attracted to men, Tim had decided long ago, was relatively normal. 

This new thing—the one where he was turned on by Javier snarling at Nelson? Yeah, that couldn’t be healthy.

“What have you told them?” Javier demanded. 

Nelson perched on the edge of the desk and tossed his hair out of his eyes. “I didn’t tell them anything, Sir.”

“No, you’re just marching around with a printout in your hand asking them what kind of manna they eat after you’ve been reading reports all day.”

Nelson cracked a grin. “True. But they don’t know the extent of Mr. Reason’s technogeekery. C’mon, do you seriously think I’d blow Tim’s cover?”

“I think we can trust them,” Tim said.

Javier started to protest, but Nelson talked over him. “So do I.” He indicated the drifting stacks of printouts with a wave of his hand. “You need help with those, right? Well, I can think of two perfectly intelligent people who are getting way bored with tic-tac-toe.”

“Since you seem to have formed a working theory,” Javier said, “perhaps you’ll let me in on it so I know what I’m looking for help in finding.”

It seemed like Nelson might keep his ideas to himself. He stared at Javier for such a long time that Tim had to clench his jaw from babbling something just to fill in the silence. But finally Nelson relented, and said, “C’mere, come closer, and I’ll tell you.” He glanced over at Tim and met his eyes, too. “Both of you.”

Nelson slid a hand around Tim’s waist and drew him close, so he was straddling Nelson’s knee. He pulled Javier close, too, so they were all in a huddle. “You’re both pretty trim. How often do you eat Canaan Products manna, Tim?”

“I dunno, once or twice a week?”

“If that. I’d say you’ve got ten kinds of manna in your cupboards.”

“You looked through my cupboards?”

“What about you, Javier?”

“Not if I can help it—it’s trash.”

“That’s what I thought,” Nelson said. He pulled them closer still, smiling to himself—and it wasn’t about sex. That’s what Tim was feverishly repeating. They were talking manna, not flirting. Although everything Nelson said or did seemed like flirting…. “You guys were right. Canaan Products did move something off the shelves.”

Nelson slid his hand into Tim’s back pocket, and Tim struggled to make sense of what he was saying. “I made it through the whole top-secret folder. This big project that’s so hush-hush,” Nelson said, “this thing Canaan’s hiring for—opening whole new plants, creating a brand new marketing team—they’re rolling out a manna that’s low-calorie, low-fat, and high fiber. Manna-Lean.”

“Are you sure that data is recent?” Tim asked. “What if that document was something out of their archives?” Really old archives—back from the seventies, maybe, when obesity was a more than just a freak condition.

“Randy put on ten pounds over the past six months,” Nelson explained. “A guy with his body type, his height? He’d need to be eating an extra couple hundred calories a day. And he says he even cut back on his drinking when he needed to punch a new hole in his belt. What does he eat? Canaan Products manna.”

“Sorry,” Tim said. “You lost me. I thought you said Manna-Lean was low-calorie and low-fat.”

Nelson smiled a secret smile. “Right. But I didn’t say Manna-Lean was the product they recalled. On the last page of the formula, there’s some metadata. This little gem was called ML Phase 1. I don’t think Manna-Lean is even in stores yet. It’s too new. Canaan doesn’t sell specialty products, and at this point, that’s all Manna-Lean could possibly be. Unless….”

He looked from Tim to Javier and raised his eyebrows.

Javier said, “Unless there was a high enough demand for it.”


Chapter 22




There were so many ways in that office Nelson could think of to get high: a few stiff shots of that tasty scotch in the desk drawer. Another dose of Peritriptan. Or even better, a replay of Javier and Tim going to town on him ’til his toes curled. But as much as Nelson adored sex and drugs and ridiculously expensive booze, what tickled his fancy the most was the sheer, unadulterated joy of discovery.

In the past twenty-four hours, he’d discovered the following: the taste of a genuine Cuban cigar; the way a human iris might fragment if it had been sliced open and chemically burned; the way Tim’s breath caught when he was on the brink of shooting his load; the fact that not only was Canaan Products preparing to roll out a whole new line called Manna-Lean, but that they’d been laying the groundwork for their new product for years by cornering the cheap manna market, and then secretly tweaking their existing formula to create the demand. 

Nelson might not have pieced together the significance of the first reformulation (Phase 1) if he’d come across the fattening manna on its own, since it hadn’t actually been engineered to simply be more caloric. Yes, a manna with a greater caloric load, something higher in carbs and fats, would certainly result in some of its consumers gaining weight, but others would find themselves getting fuller, faster—and those consumers would respond with a sort of self-regulation. Simply put, they’d eat less.

Evidently, that was not Canaan’s goal.

Instead of making a richer manna to pave the way for Manna-Lean, Canaan tweaked something deep down in its existing product’s structure. Something that didn’t change the taste, texture or appearance. But something that they’d labored for years to develop and had recently test-marketed in Manhattan.

Something they’d then recalled as quietly as they’d distributed it, all in one fell swoop, rather than letting it rotate out naturally.

Why?

If Randy’s new pants size was anything to go by, Phase 1 yielded results. So there must have been another reason to pull it from the market. But without an understanding of how the mechanism worked, it was anyone’s guess as to how it might have failed badly enough to warrant a recall.

Nelson needed to know more. From where? An email? A marketing strategy? Sales projections? Something…anything. While he didn’t know exactly what they were looking for, he was positive they would find it somewhere. Boy Genius Tim had not only hacked into the research and development databases where all the scandalicious formulas lived, he’d accessed every other bit and byte at Canaan Products, right down to the chain letters, fart jokes and shaved beaver jpgs lurking inside the inboxes of the sales division.

It was a fascinating haystack…which made finding the magic needle in it all the more challenging. Nelson had Tim and Javier straddling him, one on each knee, waiting for him to tell them what he suspected about the recall—and he was bursting with the urge to grab both of them by the hair and jam their faces together for a three-way kiss—with plenty of tongue. But there was no way either of them would read it as the exuberant high-five in which Nelson would have intended it. Sex was about something else, for each of them. Or for everybody, Nelson supposed, if he were to be philosophical about it. Nelson settled for nuzzling Javier’s cheek and giving Tim’s butt a squeeze. Disappointing, since he really wanted more…but he didn’t want to start a whole big thing over what his every last action meant. Not now. Not with Canaan Products’ data to plunder.

“Javier,” he said, “This Phase 1, a ‘gateway manna,’ for lack of a better word…I don’t really get how it works. Not yet. I have a few suspicions, but I need to know more. The mechanism they’ve altered…and the reason they suddenly yanked it all—because the stuff they’re messing with? They’re calling it a fortification—but it’s more like a drug than an additive.” He indicated the huge paper drifts with a tilt of his head. “We can’t do it alone. Randy and Marianne aren’t gonna sell Tim out. Someone put us in physical danger, not only us—them too. Not just with the riot, but by adding things to the food they’ve been eating. When your life is on the line like that, I don’t think money matters.”

Javier stared at Nelson. His uncovered eye was narrowed. Probably, his covered eye was too. “Money always matters.”

He’d said it so gravely, Nelson felt goosebumps race down his arm.

Javier looked at Tim and said, “Estimate, how much more data is left to print?”

Tim looked at the stacks of printouts he’d already run. “That’s probably only half of it.”

“It’s up to you,” Javier told Tim—in a tone that made it perfectly clear he thought it was a gigantic mistake to trust either of them. “Those two might know my name, but they'd never be able to trace me. You? They know exactly where you live. Both of you.”

Poor Tim looked so stricken, Nelson gave his butt another squeeze. Even that didn’t seem to console him. Tim disengaged from the huddle and went to assess the stacks and stacks of printouts, as if he couldn’t tell just by looking at the sheer volume of data it would take days for him and Javier to comb through it alone while Nelson tackled the science-geek stuff. He loaded in a fresh ream of paper, and the printer whirred through a warm-up sequence and began quietly filling its output tray again.

Before the data-explosion, the post-job-fair days and nights seemed long and fraught with the agony of watching and waiting to see which particular shit would hit the fan next. Now, though, with all this work to do, Nelson almost welcomed the reprieve from the world in which to do it. He swung his feet, eager for Tim to make the call so he could get back to the formulas. Tim was so torn between pleasing Javier, and recruiting his new friends like his gut told him to, that it seemed like he’d stare at the sliding piles of printouts for the rest of the night.

“Trust doesn’t only go one way,” Nelson said. Maybe it was merely a half-formed idea as he blurted it out, but why not? He just knew he was itching to get a better idea of what the ramifications of putting the Phase 1 modified manna on the market had been. “How about this? If they want in, they each give you something in return. Trust for trust.”

“They will lie,” Javier said. “Anyone with a brain in their head would.”

No, actually. But now Nelson could extrapolate that Javier certainly would…not that it was any big surprise, given how grim and unflinching he was about everything. “Would they lie,” Nelson suggested, “even if they knew that Tim can hack in anywhere and double-check anything? I don’t think so.”

“Not anywhere,” Tim said. He seemed pleased, though, that Nelson thought so.

Nelson threw his arms in the air. “Hey, man, you do what you need to do. But me? I’ve got my work cut out for me if I’m going to get a handle on this whole thing with no samples, no lab, nothing but a printout of some formulas.”

Javier crossed his arms and looked first at the rumpled, much-handled printouts Nelson had been worrying all afternoon and evening, and then at the rapidly filling output tray. “If we could locate the emails that belong to the research and development team,” he said, “maybe there would be some indication in plain language of why the formula was altered—what they hoped to achieve, and by what method—rather than just this snapshot of the final product and our speculation about it.”

Nelson slid off the desk and approached Tim, who stiffened nervously as Nelson slipped his arms around his waist and pulled him close enough to nuzzle his neck. “That’s as close to a blessing as you’re gonna get. I suggest you act on it.”




***




It was a childish idea, this thing about trading secrets. Not surprising, considering the source. Javier sat at the conference table and took stock of everyone. Tim nervous, Marianne and Randy eager to know what was going on, and Nelson—while Javier wouldn’t have called him self-satisfied, exactly, it was clear he was accustomed to being right. Not in a smug way either, but in the way of someone who’d mapped out all the possibilities while everyone else was just realizing there was even a situation brewing.

“We need your help,” Tim said. “And I hate to have to do this, but if we let you in on this thing, we’re going to need you to…” he blushed, and faltered.

Nelson chimed in. “You wanna play? It’ll cost you a secret. A big one. A huge one. Something that’ll prove you’re serious, because I guarantee you, kiddies, we are absolutely, one hundred percent dedicated to this cause, and we need the assurance that you’re totally in too, all the way.”

“You really are serious,” Randy said—like he thought Nelson was kidding around, except that he wasn’t.

“We can’t force you,” Nelson said. “If you don’t want in, keep yourself to yourself until it’s safe to leave. But if you do…oh man, it’s some wicked messed-up shit….”

“I’m in,” Randy said. “What do you want to know?”

“That’s the thing,” Tim explained. “You tell us. Something we could…” again, he was ashamed to voice their plan.

“Use for leverage,” Javier said. “Not that we’d want it to come to that.”

Randy hesitated. His gaze flicked to Nelson—who, of everyone there, he’d bonded with the most. Nelson gave him a very small nod, as if to say, You won’t regret it, bro. It’s totally worth it.

He took a deep breath, and said, “Okay. So the first company I worked for, right when I was fresh out of school? Turned out the head of accounting was cooking his books, big time. I should’ve turned him in to the IRS, but I didn’t.”

That didn’t sound so bad…however, judging by the set of his shoulders, and the way his eyes went shifty, Javier suspected that it must have been worse than he was making it out to be. Without realizing it, he channeled the tone of his father’s voice, and said, “What else?”

Randy flinched. “I didn’t report it…because I made him pay me off to keep quiet instead.” He looked down at the tabletop. “Dude, my student loan payments were coming due, eight hundred bucks a month and I could barely cover rent.”

Just as Javier had suspected—if money were involved it was useless to count on Randy’s loyalty. He tried to capture Tim’s gaze and convey as much, but Tim was dead-set on adding the others to his team. He looked at Marianne and said apologetically, “Okay…your turn. What’s your big secret?”

Marianne went white.

I knew it. I knew there was something up with her. Javier watched her dash into the bathroom yet again. While part of him felt vindicated for pegging her as being a Canaan loyalist, mostly, he was disappointed. He’d wanted an ally for Tim who was as dedicated as she’d been pretending to be. As vehement. To know that the whole time she’d been merely acting in order to gain his trust…some actor, willing to go to such lengths to convince them. Especially considering the state of her swollen, blistered feet.

Her swollen feet.

And her frequent trips to the bathroom.

Dismay had Javier out of his chair before he’d even realized he was pursuing her. She’d locked the bathroom door behind her, of course, but a lock on a trailer door was hardly better than no lock at all. He pulled a prepaid debit card from his pocket, wiggled it past the strike plate, and popped the lock open.

Marianne was huddled on the floor in the corner. Her face was pressed against her crossed arms, which rested on her drawn-up knees. Maybe it was better, Javier thought, to not need to see the look on her face. He closed the door gently behind him and locked it again. “How far along are you?” he said—and now he didn’t sound like Alejandro at all.

“Great. Even the gay guys can tell I’m knocked up.”

Javier approached, and knelt down beside her. He ran his hand up her arm and squeezed her shoulder, then caressed her copper-colored hair. “No. I would never have let Nelson go on with that ridiculous game of his….”

She turned her head and regarded him analytically. “You mean that.”

He lifted the hem of her pants and checked her ankle’s swelling. “Four months?”

“Five. My feet have never done this before—but after we ran from Tim’s house to Nelson’s, they just blew up.” As she spoke, the words tumbled out faster and faster, because now that she had someone to confide in, the flow of words simply couldn’t be staunched. “I’m not showing yet, I know I’m not. I bought that suit specifically so you couldn’t tell—and now that I’m wearing Nelson’s cargo pants, I could be as big as a house and you’d never—” tears started again and interrupted her, but after a few moments, she snuffled them back and pulled herself together.

“The father didn’t give the child his mark,” Javier observed.

Marianne nodded miserably.

“I’m sorry.”

“You would think that’s the worst part. To destroy my life, to destroy my parents’ life, to destroy the baby’s life, all over his stupid mark. But it’s not like I’m the first girl that this has ever happened to. Whenever things seem like they’re too hard to do, I always tell myself, You can figure this out. Whatever it is. You’ll figure it out. But this mess?” She ground her tears away with the heel of her hand. “What’s sickening about it was everything I didn’t figure out. With the sperm donor—I refuse to call him a father—everything he told me about himself was a lie. Where he worked. Where he grew up. I moved to New York for him and it turns out I didn’t even know his real name.”

She could terminate the pregnancy, of course. But she hadn’t—and Javier would not have even dreamed of questioning that decision. She could buy a mark, too—but what would that cost in the United States? Probably as much as the cornea transplant that would restore much of his sight—the one Alejandro refused to pay for. Not because he disapproved of Javier’s decision to stop living a lie…but because he was too much of a coward to disobey Felicidad—his wife, Javier’s mother, and the queen of the de la Rosa household. 

Gently, Javier slipped his fingers into Marianne’s hand and coaxed it away from where it was clasping her knees. He took it between both of his hands. It was warm, maybe too warm. Then again, her hormones were surging. “I’m sorry,” he repeated, which hardly seemed adequate.

“I’ll bet he was married.”

Nelson’s friend at the morgue came to mind, among other things. “That’s likely.”

“I think about that, him being married…but then the idea creeps in…what if he wasn’t? What if he still had a mark to give me, and he didn’t, because….” Her chin started to quiver. “Because he didn’t think I was good enough.”

Javier pulled her against him and put both arms around her, holding her close while she wept, saying nothing. It’s not like I’m the first girl…no, and not the last, either. Javier couldn’t help but imagine Nelson in this very same situation—although Nelson had undoubtedly heard it from the child’s father, and probably more in the form of, “Uh oh, what if my wife finds out?” Nonetheless, Javier felt a pang of envy. How good must it feel, in that one crucial moment, to be the hero rather than the villain? To be the one to fix everything—everything—by sacrificing something so valuable, so irreplaceable, as one’s mark?

The wetness of Marianne’s tears touched Javier’s chest.

Holding this worn, battered, destitute stranger, Javier realized he would do it. He would dig deep, deep inside, and find that heroism inside himself. Generosity was not in his nature. Maybe he hadn’t always been selfless enough, big enough, to give something so precious to someone in need—but now, after learning that Nelson had done it without even a second thought, Javier would have found it within himself to grow, to rise to the occasion, and to tell Marianne not to worry, that she could take his mark.

If only he still had a mark to give.


Chapter 23




Nelson was jonesing to get back to cracking the code, but he reminded himself that it was a hell of a lot harder to put together a jigsaw puzzle when half the pieces were missing. Having four people hunting for pieces rather than two would make up for whatever time he was pissing away with the ridiculous hoops Javier was making them jump through.

Especially Marianne. They’d been in the bathroom for at least fifteen minutes.

“C’mon,” Randy said. “I told you my big, awful secret—and believe me when I say, that little douchebag deserved it. I probably should’ve asked for more. But the tax man finally got him for not paying Social Security for his household help, and then all his secrets blew wide open once the numbers came out, so I can’t dip into that well again.”

Nelson could care less about Randy shaking a few grand out of some crooked bookkeeper. What was money, anyway, but a unit of barter? Randy’d kept his silence, which was what he’d promised to do, and he wouldn’t have been able to do it to begin with if the books had been clean. Fair enough. 

He was just about to give Randy a little teaser about the Manna-Lean, when Tim’s stomach made a strangled noise so loud it startled everyone in the room.

“Uh. Sorry. Guess I should probably eat something.”

“Just make sure,” Nelson said, “it’s not…you-know-what.”

“You’re enjoying this,” Randy told Nelson.

“I take my fun where I can get it.”

“Park Avenue manna,” Tim said. “How’s that?”

“I don’t remember you having that fancy-schmantzy stuff in your truck.”

“I didn’t. I don’t. I’d never pay so much for…it was here. In the upper cabinet.”

“What flavor?” Randy drawled. “Truffles or caviar?”

“Eggplant tapenade.”

“Shit. I was just kidding.”

Since the last time Nelson had found an opportunity to sample French Cuisine was in grad school (Advanced Palate #506), and since he hadn’t had anything at all to eat since Tim had offered him a bland slab of uncooked rice-flavored manna in the truck, he was struck by a sudden and profound desire to find out exactly what tapenade-flavored manna tasted like. Even if it really was nothing at all like olives, just some food chemist’s weird approximation, as so many flavors of manna were. “I’m game. Slice it up, Tim.”

Not only did Tim plate the Park Avenue eggplant tapenade, he interspersed it with slices of Park Avenue gruyere, and gave it a zap in the microwave while he whipped up some instant coffee to wash it all down. Nelson treated himself to an extended scrutiny of Tim’s ass while he worked. A decent ass—almost enough to distract him from the nagging urge to get back to sorting out the mechanics of Phase 1. Though the formula had tickled such a special place in Nelson’s imagination, he doubted anyone’s ass could hope to distract him.

They ate the manna with plastic forks this time, instead of their fingers. Nelson ate quickly, eager to get back to work, and then checked his email on his phone—nothing new from Bobby or Kevin, but no news was good news. More or less. 

“I think I’d rather have more of that rice,” Randy said, once they’d eaten their fill. He’d left several bites untouched, poking them around with his plastic fork. “This tastes weird. Maybe it’s starting to turn.”

Nelson speared a cube of tapenade manna from Randy’s plate. He rolled it over his tongue and inhaled through his nose. “Nope. It’s supposed to taste that way. Fermented and brined.”

Randy made an if-you-say-so face. “The cheese is kinda funky, too.”

“Yeah, that earthy undertone. It’s supposed to taste like it’s been aged.”

“In the back of the cabinet, maybe. Where no one but Tim could reach it.”

“Umami’s the hardest taste to get right.”

“Manna fail. This stuff’s nasty—they can keep their umami.”

Nelson considered informing Randy that the hint of umami was the only thing that made mushroom-flavored Canaan, his favorite, taste like something more than the packaging and a hint of alfalfa. But the bathroom door opened, and Nelson was far more interested in what had gone down in there.

Javier and Marianne stepped out, took the plates Tim gave them, and sat down at the table. They were both so quiet and subdued, Nelson almost thought Javier had decided to throw her out on the street once the sun came up—and then Nelson would really need to have it out with him, for sure. But, no. Their body language as they cleaned their plates seemed weary, but easy, like two people who’d shared a burden.

Whatever “big secret” she’d told him must’ve been a doozy. Nelson almost expected Randy to demand that she air her dirty laundry in front of everyone else, just like he’d been forced to do. He wasn’t the one with zero instinct when it came to women, though, and while he could have made a big stink, he chose to keep his mouth shut.

Once Javier had eaten, he went into the boss’ office and came out with Tim’s netbook. “Since we’re all in accord,” he said, “the easiest way for me to explain the situation would be to let you hear what I heard. It speaks for itself.”

He navigated to a file, and sat back with his arms crossed as the netbook’s small speakers hissed to life.

“Frank Logan? This is Javier de la Rosa from The Daily Gazette calling to verify some information on your charity dinner on Saturday. This phone call is being recorded for reference. May I continue?”

“All right,” a nasally man’s voice replied. “But the information on Canaan’s website is all up to date. Can’t you just—?”

“I’ll only take a moment of your time. Is it confirmed that the Mayor will be in attendance?”

“Well, he…look, let me switch you to my secretary. She’ll have the latest information.”

“Fine. Thank you.”

A series of tones sounded before Javier finished unenthusiastically thanking the man. The line rang twice, and then a man picked up and said, “Arthur—shipping.”

“Is this Mr. Logan’s secretary?”

“Aw, shit, did he…? Uh, sorry. The last two numbers of her extension are the same as mine, but switched. He transfers a call to me at least every other day—and then half the time the call drops when I send it back over.”

“Can you give me her direct number? I’m calling from The Daily Gazette and I’d hate to bother Mr. Logan again.”

A pause. “You’re from The Daily? For real?”

“That’s right.” Nelson wouldn’t have read anything into the inflection of Javier’s voice if they didn’t know each other. But now, having spent some time together, he could totally picture a look of excruciating caution on his face, a kind of “why on earth are you asking?” expression.

“Listen,” Arthur said, “you didn’t hear this from me…what is it they say?” The sound quality changed, as if the speaker had ducked into a small, enclosed space. “Oh yeah, off the record.”

“Sir….”

“There’s a job fair next week on Eighth Street. Something interesting might happen there. Real interesting.”

A long pause in which Nelson could imagine Javier hanging up, since Arthur in shipping sounded suspiciously like a paranoid crackpot. Instead, he responded with subdued encouragement. “Go on.”

“You really wanna know?”

Nelson quelled a smirk at the thought of Javier being strung along by a guy who was obviously bursting to brag about some dirt he was privy to. “If you think it’s relevant,” Javier said, affecting a tone of boredom rather than frustration. “Otherwise, just give me the number for Logan’s secretary and—”

“Oh, it’s relevant all right.”

“Well? What is it, then?”

“You heard anything about the recall?”

Keys clattered as if one of them was typing on a computer. “I don’t show anything on a recall.”

“Right. That’s right. Because no one’s talking about a recall.”

“But you have knowledge of a recall that’s taken place.”

“My whole third shift worked overtime last week on orders that came down from corporate—screwed up my whole schedule for the next two weeks, but what do they care? Went out and rotated the stock at twenty, thirty different stores. And not just the short-dated manna.” A dramatic pause. “All of it.”

“And this is unusual?”

“Look, pal, would I give two shits if it wasn’t?”

Javier went on, dry as you please. “So the stock was removed and replaced in a number of stores…did these vendors have anything in common?”

“You bet your ass they did. All the boroughs are part of my territory. But every single place that got cleaned out and re-stocked was in Manhattan. Only Manhattan.”

“What does this have to do with the job fair?”

“You don’t think I been sittin’ here waiting for a reporter to call me out of the blue, do you? I took things into my own hands. Told some people who might do something about it.”

“Who did you tell, the police?”

“Police? Ha! What’re they gonna do? Rotating stock ain’t against the law.”

“Then who—?”

“Whistle Blower Brigade. That’s who.”

Spectacular, Nelson thought. The first person who seems to actually know something, and who does he take that information to? A bunch of slime-flinging knuckleheads.

“In your experience,” Javier asked calmly, “why would an entire batch get recalled? Wouldn’t the product be tested for contaminants before it shipped?”

“How would I know what they test for?”

“Mr. Arthur, is it? Would you be willing to meet me at—”

“Are you kidding? You know how fast they could fire my ass if they knew I was telling anyone about this? I’m set to retire in three more years.”

“But the stock—wouldn’t it have accumulated in the shops over a period of time? Why arouse suspicion by replacing it all? Why not focus on the particular batch that had an issue? Mr. Arthur? Hello?”

Javier tapped the netbook’s trackpad and turned off the player. “He’d already hung up.”

Nelson hardly heard him. The notion of this covert switcheroo taking place had dug its hooks in his brain—and the possible reasons seemed endless. Maybe a competitor had gotten wind of Phase 1, the precursor to Manna-Lean. Maybe they needed to tweak the formula. Maybe, maybe, maybe. He would have loved to make a list just for the sake of seeing how many crazy scenarios he could come up with…but a little voice inside him was insisting that if he could understand how the mechanism worked, he’d have a much better chance of figuring out why they would recall it.

Randy stared at the netbook, uncharacteristically silent. Marianne just shook her head, and muttered, “Corporate assholes.”

They drained their coffees and stood up from the table, and Tim ushered them into the big office, where the printer was blinking again, hungry for a fresh ream of paper.

“You dopes should’ve said something this morning,” Randy said, as they all stared at the hastily arranged stacks of printouts. “Think of how much of this we would’ve already gone through.”

“So what is it exactly that you’re printing?” Marianne asked.

“Everything,” Tim said.

Marianne walked up to one of the piles and took the sheet off the top. “Okay. This is the break room policy for Canaan’s Nashville office.”

Tim looked chagrined.

“I’m not saying we shouldn’t eventually go through it all,” she went on, “but what if you stopped this printing job, drilled down your results to certain keywords, and started there.” She warmed to her own idea, circling the stacks of paper as she spoke. “There was a bunch of colored stock in the other office. You could print out different searches on different colored paper. Manhattan on one, trucking schedules on another. That way you wouldn’t be stuck with…well…” she gestured at a particularly forbidding pile of white paper. “With this.”

Randy had left the room before she’d even finished explaining her idea. He came back with four reams each of green and yellow paper while Tim worked through the most efficient way to perform a search through the various types of documents and data, targeting Manhattan, and shipping, and Manna-Lean, and Phase 1.

Nelson took the Nashville break room policy from Marianne, because his mind was already circling the formula again, and he wanted to draw it out for himself so he could feel it, touch it. The back of that printout was as good a place as any to get started. He followed up with a quick kiss on her cheek, and whispered, “I totally knew you’d rock.”


Chapter 24




Once Tim had tweaked the operating system’s search function to hit certain strings of characters and wildcards and then add its findings to the print queue, he dawdled at the computer longer than he really needed to, since it could very well continue sorting and sifting without him sitting there. All of it? What had he been thinking? Maybe he’d been so distracted by the memories of the night before that he hadn’t been thinking anything at all.

Randy had pages of spreadsheets arrayed across the conference room table, rows and columns of numbers and calculations so meaningless they made Tim’s head spin. But, like Nelson and his formulas, Randy seemed to think he could extract some kind of meaning if he looked at Canaan Products’ budget hard enough.

Javier and Marianne sat in the far corner of the big office, on a facing set of chairs that looked like they’d been placed there merely for show, chairs that had been sat in maybe a dozen times before, or less. Documents were spread in a semicircle around them, and they spoke in low tones, analyzing, scrutinizing, strategizing.

And Nelson. He’d found a bunch of castoff documents—lunch menus, packaging patents, requisitions for office supplies—and he’d scrawled on the backs of them with a pencil, and a black pen, and a blue pen, and a red dry-erase marker where he circled squiggles and symbols that must have been important.

There was probably something equally important Tim could be doing, even while the computer sorted, but he felt so tapped out that he didn’t have the strength to do anything more than check his email.

A dozen custom scripts sorted and color-coded Tim’s inbox before he even saw it. His mother, three words only, Are you okay? Tim shot a quick reply, Fine. Busy. Talk more later. They probably wouldn’t, but it seemed like the polite thing to say. Some online acquaintances from chat who only knew him as “VoR.” They could wait. They should have taken his site update as evidence that he was fine. An overdue notice from the library.

An email from his ex.

Tim wouldn’t have noticed it if he’d shuffled the folder to the bottom of the column like he’d been meaning to, but there it was, right on top, with a bold numeral 1 beside the folder labeled “Phil.” His heart started pounding as if Phil had just caught him rolling around naked with Javier and Nelson. But so what? So what if he had? Phil had left him ages ago, nearly three weeks now, and the only time he’d emailed before was to ask Tim what laundry detergent he used, because the new one Phil bought gave him a rash.

He paused with his finger over the delete key. Swallowed. And then decided it would nag at him if he didn’t at least look at what Phil wrote. After all, Phil might be in trouble. Might need him.

Tim opened the message.

What’s with that picture on your site? What are you trying to prove?

That was all. No hello, how are you, are you hiding in a trailer because the cops outside are bashing in heads first, asking questions later? In a dozen words, Phil had managed to bring every last defeated emotion Tim had felt in the past month surging back to the forefront.

Tim nearly deleted the email, but then he considered it one more time, changed his mind, and replied, I’m fine, thanks for asking. He hit send. Then he stared at his inbox for a moment, hardly seeing it, and closed the program. He felt sick. Exhausted. Completely and utterly drained.

All around him, the people he’d just met went on with their tasks as if nothing had changed. Tim stood. They didn’t notice. “I’m just gonna go, uh….”

Everyone else was so engrossed in what they were doing, not one of them bothered to even look up. Tim staggered out of the office, sprawled on one of the conference room couches, and fell into a fast and shallow slumber.

It seemed shallow, anyway, in that he was vaguely aware of the gentle hum of the printer, the shuffle of papers, and the sound of the trailer pinging as the temperature dropped outside and the vinyl siding flexed. But maybe he’d been more deeply asleep than he realized, since the next thing he knew, he felt the unmistakable weight of someone straddling his hips.

He opened his eyes to darkness, but the tiny red light on a nearby surge protector illuminated pale, sun-bleached tips of longish hair. Nelson.

It was really difficult to give a damn what Phil did or didn’t write to him with Nelson Oliver perched on top of him.

“Shh.” Nelson placed a fingertip on Tim’s lips. Tim felt a shock of sensation that began at the point where Nelson’s finger touched his mouth, then crept down his spine and coalesced deep in his nuts. They shifted, and his dick felt heavy. Just from that touch. And probably the fact that someone as hot as Nelson was straddling him.

Nelson leaned in, put his mouth to Tim’s ear, and said, “Just listen.”

Tim nodded. What would he say? Please, don’t stop? Or even worse, what he’d almost said to Javier earlier…that incriminating phrase was straining to bust out, too.

“Tim…you’re a great guy.”

Oh.

Uh oh. 

“I like you,” Nelson said. He pushed himself up and touched Tim’s forehead in the dark, and traced the shape of his brow. “I do.”

This isn’t going to be pretty.

Tim held his breath…because breathing might result in begging Nelson not to say whatever he was building up to, and making an even bigger fool of himself. Maybe he projected that need desperately enough that Nelson somehow felt it, because instead of going on, of adding the ubiquitous “let’s just be friends” line—which Phil hadn’t even bothered to give lip service to—Nelson leaned in again, closed the narrow gap between them, and covered Tim’s mouth with his.

Nelson’s lips pried Tim’s open effortlessly, and his tongue slid in, sure as always. It roved along the edges of his teeth now, snuck in for a taste of his tongue, exploring with a gentle touch. Tim felt his breath catch and willed it to just be normal and not give him away. Because nothing was more pathetic than going all sappy over a “thanks, but no thanks” type of goodbye kiss.

Nelson cupped Tim’s jaw as he drew away from the languid kiss, and sighed to himself. Tim steeled himself for the words, hoping they’d be as gentle as the kiss had been, but knowing that no matter how carefully Nelson chose them, they’d still sting in the fresh wound that Phil’s email had left behind. And Nelson said, “I’m not a total dick, you know. You and me, this is….” He paused, searched for a way to put it, then went on. “I was thinking you’d call me later, we could hang out and stuff. After whatever’s going on out there…whatever this cluster-fuck outside is…sorts itself out. I mean, if you even want to. No pressure.”

Tim replayed the words in his mind to make sure he’d heard what he thought he heard (the Nelson Oliver asking him out?) and he said, “Yeah.” He even sounded normal. Probably.

“Okay.” Nelson ran his fingers over the curve of Tim’s shoulder, down the front of his shirt. Grazed his nipple—again, as if by accident. As if Nelson had sex-seeking magnets in his fingertips. Tim started getting hard—and Nelson obviously felt it. He smiled to himself and shifted his hips to settle himself more firmly on the bulge. “I have a rubber on me, y’know.”

Tim’s breath caught. “I don’t think, without lube….”

“Which is where your first aid kit comes in. Antibacterial salve? That’s a no-no, breaks down latex. Antibacterial cream, though…that’ll work.”

Nelson dug in the pocket of his flannel shirt and held up a small tube. Too dark to read it, but Tim was sure he knew what he was talking about. And also, Tim realized….

He’d been planning this.

Why? Beyond the fact that Nelson didn’t know the meaning of the word inhibited. Not that Tim would ask. It would sound like he was fishing for a compliment. Still, he couldn’t help but wonder.

Nelson tipped forward and pressed his whole body to Tim’s, chest to chest, and said in his ear, “You dig it, right? Getting fucked? ’Cos I have it on good authority that the Voice of Reason is a wicked-nasty bottom boy.”

Tim stiffened—his whole body, not just his dick. Which seemed immune to how mortified he felt.

“Don’t worry, Javier didn’t tell me. You couldn’t waterboard a secret out of that guy. I saw one of your dirty chats—so hot.” He caught Tim’s earlobe between his teeth, raked it with delicious pressure, and then slipped his tongue inside, thrusting, wet…a promise of what he wanted to do with the antibacterial cream. Tim felt a damp spot form beside the fly of his jeans. When Nelson was done fucking Tim’s ear with his tongue, his words were a cool tickle against the wetness he’d left behind. “And I felt your ass clenching around my finger when you shot down my throat.”

Tim was careful not to whimper.

Nelson dismounted and offered Tim a hand up. Tim took it, too overtired and dazed to question it. As Nelson led him to the bathroom, he saw Randy asleep on the other couch. What if it had been Javier in the room with them? And anyway, what about Javier? 

Would sleeping with Nelson, and only Nelson, amount to cheating on Javier?

Tim’s head spun as Nelson pulled him into the bathroom, closed the door quietly, and locked it behind them. Nelson turned on the light. Now, bathed in the fluorescent brightness, he looked as worn out as Tim felt. Still sexy, though—it would take a lot more than hollow circles under the eyes and a few days of reddish-gold stubble to detract from his appeal. If anything, Nelson wore his wear-and-tear proudly, like a guitar player rolling off the bus after the last leg of a year-long tour.

He peeled off his shirts. The bruise he’d picked up across his collarbone at the riot was going green, and his tattoos were stark beneath the harsh bathroom light. “That whole master-slave thing never really floated my boat,” he said. “It always seemed like a put-on to me…but watching you, watching him, I get it now. It’s hotter than I thought it would be, probably ’cos you’re both so real about it.” He unbuttoned his fly and pushed down his jeans. “Even though that’s your top kink, I won’t be the one to order you around. It’s not my thing.”

No? Funny, how Nelson didn’t realize that waking Tim up in the middle of the night, dragging him into the bathroom and waiting for him to suck his dick was the very same thing, just without words.

Tim sank to his knees, grasped Nelson’s cock by the root, and took it into his mouth. The tang of long days without the comfort of a shower or a change of clothes spread over his tongue—and he liked it. A wicked-nasty bottom boy? He liked being called that, too.

Phil would never have invited Tim to suck him off without a scrupulous shower first. And he would never, ever have called him something so provocatively raunchy.

Fuck Phil.

Nelson settled his hands on Tim’s head and stroked his hair while Tim jacked him off and sucked him, hand and mouth working while he listened for the change in Nelson’s breathing, felt for the shift in his stance, the tension in his thighs, that told Tim what he liked. Nelson muttered encouragement under his breath while Tim worked his cock, a steady stream of “mm”s and “yeah”s. When Nelson grabbed Tim’s hair, Tim almost worried he’d finish Nelson off sooner than either of them wanted it to happen, but instead Nelson told him, “I think I’d better sit down.”

Tim flipped down the toilet seat and Nelson sat, knees splayed wide, and encouraged him to pick up exactly where he’d left off. The stiffness had flagged a bit while they repositioned, but that was nothing unusual. Hopefully. Because Nelson really was into this, wasn’t he? He sounded like he was. “Your mouth is awesome. Yeah. Suck it just like that….”

Tim went deeper, adjusted the angle of his strokes, and began petting Nelson’s balls with his other hand. There. Everything was fine. Nelson was probably just tired. Everyone was tired. Tim’s performance had absolutely no bearing on….

“Hey, can you hit the light?”

Tim pulled off and considered slinking back into the other room.

“What’s with the long face?” Nelson gave a small laugh. “Oh, I get it, you think I want it dark in here so I can pretend you’re the straight guy with the cute ass who works over at the newsstand. Nothing like that, Mr. Reason, you’re plenty hot…it’s just the fluorescent light. The glare is killing me.”

It was a bright light, as bathroom lights tended to be. Bright enough to shave by, to pick splinters out of fingers…or to notice that Nelson really didn’t look so good. “Another migraine?”

“Wha—no, it can’t be. Not this soon after my last pill. I’m still flush with happy-juice.”

Tim looked hard at Nelson. It wasn’t just unflattering lighting or the strain of a long day. He was definitely pale. “Maybe you should take another pill, just to be sure.”

“Timmy-boy, do you know how much they cost? No, of course you don’t. Why would you? Peritriptan is a premium medication. There are a couple of other types of migraine drugs on the market, and for most of the cases, they work. Not for me. But for enough of ’em that the creeps who make the rules can call the only meds that do me any good a patented designer drug that’s considered to be in the same category as a tummy tuck or a coke habit. Medically unnecessary, not covered by any stripe of insurance, and each and every pill sets me back a cool two grand.”

“Oh.” That didn’t seem right. How could insurance deny coverage on a medication if it was the only thing that gave him some relief? Tim was about to say as much, but then he noticed a pale blue blood vessel pulsing on Nelson’s temple. “You’ve got a, um…” he gestured toward his own temple. “Thing.”

“Fuck.” Nelson stood, jeans around his ankles, and stumbled to the sink to look in the mirror. “It’s too soon. I just took the last dose the day before yesterday.”

“Is it dangerous to take more?”

“No, it’s not dangerous, it’s just…it doesn’t make sense.” Nelson clipped off the last word quickly and squeezed his eyes shut tight, cringing. “Unless I was exposed to some new kind of trigger. Who knows…I probably shouldn’t have tried that cigar. Or the bourbon.”

Tim pulled up Nelson’s underwear and jeans—couldn’t quite manage to button them, but it seemed more dignified than leaving them for him to trip on—and held him by the hips to steady him. “Maybe stress has something to do with it. But whatever caused it, I think you should take one.”

“It’s my last pill.”

“So? It won’t do you any good to save it. You need it now. We’ll figure out a way to get another one later. A grant, or a loan, or something.” Right, phones were down, riot squads were roaming the street, and Tim thought he could just track down a medical grant for a designer drug. Brilliant.

Nelson squeezed the edge of the sink. His knuckles went white. Tim’s eyes kept going back to the mirror’s reflection of the vein throbbing on his temple. “Where is it?”

“Pocket.”

Tim slipped his hand into Nelson’s jeans. The inside of the pocket was hot, and his thigh felt hard on the other side of the thin pocket fabric. His fingers closed on a couple of plasticky packets. A condom—the condom, which would have been plunging in and out of his ass if things had gone to plan—and a pill packaged in a single, massively-expensive dose. Nelson turned himself around to face Tim, and said, “Don’t drop it.”

“I won’t.” Tim’s hands were steady. He tore open the packet and tipped the single pill into his palm. It was a small, white oblong. Two thousand dollars. You could get a really good server for two thousand dollars. Heck, his truck had only cost six. The price of three pills. No wonder Nelson’s apartment was so crowded.

Nelson took the pill from Tim’s hand and swallowed it. Tim pulled a paper cup from a dispenser on the wall and filled it with a few swallows of tap water. Nelson took it and drank. And then he sagged, pressing his face into Tim’s shoulder.

Exactly like Javier had, earlier that day.

“When will it put you to sleep?”

“Soon enough. Especially since I’m hardly over the last high.” Nelson turned his head and let his lips play over Tim’s throat. Exactly like Javier had. “I’m sorry. I really did wanna rock your world.”

Wanted to? 

He was.


Chapter 25




Some people don’t recall their dreams. Nelson usually remembered. He dreamt about food more often than most people did, since he’d tasted so many things that the general population didn’t know existed as anything other than chemical compounds and flavorings. He dreamt about drinking and smoking, and getting laid. He dreamt he could fly.

He’d heard many people’s dreams involved being back in school again, facing a pop quiz that would comprise their entire grade—and they didn’t know the answer to a single question.

Nelson usually aced pop quizzes. Even in dreams.

While Nelson was capable of dreaming when his serotonin-saturated brain reveled in its latest dose of Peritriptan, he found himself hanging, instead, on the verge of sleep, the knife-edge between conscious and subconscious, as Tim carted him into the office, tossed Javier off the fold-out sofa sleeper, and tucked him in beside Marianne. In this state of floaty, semi-high lucidity, Nelson found himself chewing through his problems of the day. 

That thing with Tim had taken a weird turn, but considering the fact that talking it out with him wasn’t an option at the moment, there was nothing to be done about it now. 

The bizarre hydrogen-carbon chain that had been introduced into the existing manna formula was another matter. Nelson took a look around. He was lying in a field of alfalfa. The horizon stretched for miles and miles and miles in each direction. It was impossibly flat. It should have been green, but there was something off-kilter about it, discolored and red. The horizon listed to one side. 

Was it possible to really connect with the field, to figure out what was wrong? He closed his eyes and reached toward the alfalfa with his mind, and when he opened his eyes again, he was naked. He’d heard that other people were embarrassed when they discovered their subconscious selves had no clothing to hide behind. Nelson felt no shame over being naked. He plucked a few hydrogen atoms from a chain around his biceps, and some carbon from the top of his thigh, and floated them in the air, allowing them to configure themselves the way the brain trust at Canaan Products had arranged them before they inserted the compound, secretly, into the existing manna supply.

Vaguely, he was aware that the pain in his head was excruciating. Hooray for serotonin.

Which was a hormone.

Well, duh. That was like saying “red” was a color.

The hydrogen-carbon chain lit up red, and revolved slowly as it hung there in front of Nelson’s eyes. It was a lot prettier now in serotonin-land than it had been on paper. It wasn’t a very long chain, either. Maybe he could have it tattooed around his ring finger. That’d be cool. And if he ever needed to go on a hoity-toity job interview, he could wear his dumb Columbia class ring over it. Unless he’d already sold it. Thanks to the serotonin, some real-world details were a little fuzzy.

The red hydrogen-carbon chain appeared around Nelson’s finger. He held up his hand to admire it, but found it didn’t look half as cool as he’d thought it would. Damn. It wouldn’t be the first bad decision he’d ever made in his life, but by and large, he’d had pretty good luck with tattoos.

His finger began to throb. Not in the way a new tattoo itches and stings, either, but a sort of pulsing pain, like a migraine. He felt his temple pound sympathetically.

As if the hydrogen-carbon chain had something to do with his headache.

Could the chain be the trigger? Maybe so. He didn’t eat much manna, usually. The things bà ngoai cooked were a hell of a lot more interesting than those jellied slabs of alfalfa, plus it honored her to have that strange American boy chowing down beside her daughter and her grandson and appreciating the actual food she went through such great effort to procure and prepare. Lately, though, his intake of manna had been a lot higher than usual. He’d been eating manna all day long at the job fair, and not just any kind of manna. Canaan Products manna. Experimental Canaan Products manna.

Okay, so that explained the first headache, but what about the second one, so close on its heels? That was Park Avenue manna. The tattoo on his ring finger throbbed harder, and even started to pinch, as if it was cutting off the circulation. 

How much did Nelson know about Park Avenue manna? Admittedly, not much. Maybe they were a subsidiary of Canaan. Or maybe they bought their raw manna from Canaan, where it was processed cheaply, on a large scale. Then they could simply flavor it with their bizarre attempt at umami, mark it up a few hundred percent, and put the Park Avenue name on it. The details were unimportant. What mattered was the trigger. And Nelson knew in his gut that he’d just polished off yet another damn plate of trigger.

Serotonin. Hormones. The hydrogen-carbon chain. Squeezing his finger. Blocking his circulation. Blocking. Hormone.

Blocking.

Blood burst from his throbbing fingertip. It sprayed into the air and hovered there in tiny globules that shifted into the shapes of the formulas he’d been hashing out all day—and he saw the hydrogen-carbon chain. And he saw how it could fit itself over a hormone receptor—a leptin receptor—and stop people from getting full.

And maybe, for people like Nelson, people with tweaky brains, it didn’t do the serotonin receptors any favors, either.




***




Sleep was out of the question for Javier. The first time Nelson had drugged away his migraine, they’d been practically strangers. But now? Now, what were they? Co-conspirators? Friends? 

Lovers?

Nelson said something in Vietnamese that sounded like, “umami,” and poked his forefinger at the air above him as if he was trying to write on it. His eyes were half-open. Maybe he saw, maybe he didn’t.

“That’s creepy,” Marianne said. She lay on one side of Nelson and Javier on the other. He almost reached out to stroke Nelson’s hair, but then second-guessed the gesture. He’d ingrained it in himself not to show affection for other men in front of women. But Marianne wasn’t poor Beatriz. He wouldn’t be betraying her by touching Nelson.

He reached for Nelson’s hair and stopped himself again. The migraine. It would be selfish of him to go making it worse just to worry at Nelson’s blond hair like a superstitious villager stroking a charm vial.

He settled for resting his hand on Nelson’s shoulder, which hardly seemed enough.

Nelson mumbled something else, and Marianne said, “Is he talking about carbon?”

Javier glanced down toward the allotrope tattoo on Nelson’s hip he’d traced so tenderly with his tongue. Funny, how quickly things changed. Though he supposed if a smoldering hunk of shrapnel in the eye hadn’t yet taught him that, nothing would.

“Maybe it’s not so bad,” Marianne said. “I mean, it’s kind of like being drunk. Right?”

“Most people can choose whether they want to take a drink. And how many.”

They’d found a decorative throw in the closet. It still smelled like the plastic bag it had been stored in. Marianne tucked it more securely around Nelson’s shoulders. “I know. I just thought it might make us feel better to think of it like—”

Music startled them so suddenly that they both flinched away from Nelson in shock. It came from Nelson’s pocket, a ringtone made up of a few distorted power chords. After a brief moment of disorientation, both Javier and Marianne yanked down the blanket and attempted to grab the phone. It was in the pocket on Javier’s side, so he caught it. The name that showed on the readout was “Stinkfoot,” but the small picture that popped up was the man from the morgue, Kevin—smiling, with a beer in his hand. So happy and relaxed Javier wouldn’t have recognized him, but for his crooked glasses, and his wedding ring.

Javier took the call. “Kevin—it’s Javier. We met…at your job, yesterday. With Nelson.” He’d almost lost his cool with the word morgue on the tip of his tongue, and the thought that Kevin might very well be calling to tell them Tuyet’s body was in the latest shipment.

“Where’s Nelson?” Kevin said.

Javier’s stomach sank. Kevin sounded like he was on the verge of losing it, too. “He got another migraine and he took his—”

“Oh God.” A pause, in which Javier waited for Kevin to expand on whatever he meant to say. And then, “Oh God,” again.

Javier pitched his voice low and sure, and said, “What happened?”

“It’s…oh God.” Kevin started crying.

Well. Now they knew what had happened to Tuyet. Who would tell Nelson? Javier would be the logical one. Kevin probably wouldn’t be much more coherent once Nelson woke up, and since Javier had been the one to visit the lab with Nelson, he seemed to be the only other logical choice. Nelson might hate Javier for saying the words, but that was fine. Maybe it would serve as some small part of his penance. 

Still, Javier wanted to spare Nelson whatever cruelty he could. “What should I tell him?”

“It’s all over the TV—Chinatown—there was a gas explosion.”

Tuyet hadn’t shown up at the morgue after all?

“I don’t know how it happened,” Kevin said. “Nobody knows.” 

Plenty of buildings had boiler heat, and given that so many immigrants insisted on cooking traditional food over flames on stoves, Javier wasn’t too surprised that an accident like that would happen. If it even was an accident.

Kevin had stopped explaining and fell into crooning sobs.

“Go on,” Javier said, a bit more gently.

In between gulps of air, Javier made out the words, “It’s a building on Nelson’s block. Maybe even their building. I recognized the jewelry shop.”

“All right. We’ll tell him when he wakes up.” There was silence on the other end. “Kevin?” He’d already hung up. Javier disconnected and turned to Marianne, who was watching him intently. “We need to see what’s streaming on the online news. There’s been an explosion in Chinatown.” Javier considered the explosions he’d personally witnessed in Gaza. “Probably a fire, too.”

“Okay,” Marianne said. “Chinatown. That doesn’t necessarily mean—”

“Nelson’s building. Or near it.”

Marianne closed her eyes and collected herself, then opened them again, stood up briskly, and said, “We’ll look at the news.” She limped over to the computer, typed for a few moments, then called out into the conference room, “Tim? Do you have some kind of program running? The computer’s really slow.”

Tim looked bleary as he shuffled into the office, though he probably looked the most like himself of any of them, since he’d always had a short beard and casual clothes. Javier had first met everyone else freshly groomed and styled, wearing suits and ties, or makeup and pumps. Tim sat at the computer, clicked a few times, then crawled under the desk and began checking the connections.

Javier’s stomach sank further.

Randy followed Tim into the office, face half-green with bruising, hair sticking up and shirt untucked, and Marianne told both of them as much as she knew about the latest development, which wasn’t much.

Tim crawled back out from under the desk and said, “Internet’s out.”

It’s all over the TV…maybe there was a television set somewhere on the site. Not in Alejandro’s office—he’d never had much use for American TV, where the Spanish-language channels played trashy telenovelas all day. Maybe the site supervisor’s office had a set—the office Javier continued to violate, despite his intention to leave it intact.

He went and checked. The nameless supervisor had no television either. The guards? They weren’t supposed to…but they might, a small portable set, easily hidden. “I’ll be right back,” Javier told nobody in particular. 

It was early. The sky outside was just beginning to glow through the slim gaps between the tenements and the parking ramps, and Javier’s breath, as visible as cigar smoke, streamed out on the chilly air. He crammed his hands in his pockets and turned toward the security trailer.

That was when the flashing strobe of a police light caught his eye.

Raul and the other remaining employee were at the gate, which was still locked. They spoke to a pair of uniformed officers on the other side. It could just be a routine check. Or maybe the cops were relaying some sort of news. Not that Javier believed it—not after he’d seen the American police clubbing down civilians, out there in the street. They were as corrupt here as they were in Turkmenistan, though they were usually less obvious about it, while a complacent public was happy to look the other way.

Javier kept to the shadows between the trailers and crept closer, until he heard, “Does anybody here speak English?”

He could have sworn Raul did. Well enough, anyway.

“English,” the cop repeated more loudly—since volume was always so helpful in matters of translation. Javier eased as close as he dared, and then he heard, “Tim Foster. Is. He. Here?”

Why would anyone be searching for Tim, unless they knew he was the Voice of Reason?

And worse, how would anyone know the Voice of Reason was here…unless someone had betrayed him? Marianne had been with Javier all day and all night. That left Randy…or Nelson.

Marianne and Randy knew they were hacking through Canaan Products’ records, obviously, since both of them were helping with the search. But neither of them knew Tim was the Voice of Reason.

Only Nelson did.

And only Nelson had a working phone.

Javier swayed, and allowed the trailer to hold him up for that single, brief moment that his world came crashing down all around him. He’d always told himself that if he ever trusted anyone again, they would need to damn well earn it.

It was his own fault for giving Nelson the opening to stab him through the heart.

But knowing he was, in some small sense, to blame didn’t make it hurt any less.

Javier gathered his will, hardened his heart, and strode out across the gravel lot with his head held high. The two cops both looked up suddenly, and as Raul turned and saw Javier coming, he said in rapid Spanish, “Don’t worry about it—they can’t come in without the right paperwork.”

In a world where phones and Internet functioned, where spike strips weren’t landmining the streets, the hospital wasn’t overflowing and the morgue wasn’t full of bloody bodies…maybe. But here, and now, Javier suspected all it would take was a reciprocating saw with a diamond bit to cut through the chains on the gate—and then DLR Construction would be fair game for every looter or thug who wanted to come in and help themselves to some equipment.

“Are you in charge?” One of the cops barked at Javier. “Do you speak English?”

Javier replied with an imperious half-shrug.

“We’re looking for Tim Foster.” In reply, Javier stared at the cop blandly, so he repeated louder, and more deliberately, “Tim - Foster.”

While Javier did actually care what happened to the DLR site, he cared far more about Tim. In fact, if they planned on hauling off Tim, they’d do it over Javier’s dead body…and then an idea came upon him all at once, a realization so profound, it felt divinely inspired. Javier might not know how to read formulae or spreadsheets. He might not be able to program a computer or organize a plan to attack all that data. But he’d certainly be worth a lot more to Tim alive than dead.

There hadn’t been time to get a fake I.D. together with his Canaan Products credentials, so Javier hadn’t brought anything to the job fair with his real name on it. Even his prepaid Visa was an anonymous gift card. If ever there was a time Javier could be a hero, that time was now. He looked one officer up and down, and then the other. And in the coldest, most arrogant voice he’d learned at his mother’s knee, said, “I am Timoteo Foster.”

It wouldn’t work. How could it? Foster? No one in their right mind would believe Foster was Javier’s surname. But it might have been the fact that the policemen were overworked and overtired, or it was still too dark out to properly see—or maybe all credit could be given to the tone of voice Javier had channeled from Felicidad. Whatever the reason, neither cop thought twice of it.

“Tim Foster, you’re under arrest.”

“That’s ridiculous. With what crime am I being charged?”

“Inciting to riot.”


Chapter 26




Tim yawned. Though it was ridiculously early, everyone was awake thanks to Nelson’s latest headache. Since there was really nothing they could do for Nelson, Randy dragged Tim back into the conference room where they’d been sleeping not half an hour before, and attempted to show him the financial spreadsheets. Normally, Tim would have been curious about whatever it was Randy was trying to explain to him—even though he didn’t know much about budgeting, and found numbers in the millions and billions to be quite abstract unless they signified gigs or terabytes. Randy, though, was positive he’d found something significant, and he seemed to know what he was talking about.

But focusing on Randy was like picking out a decent outfit from his closet. Tim wanted to get it right. He gave it his very best shot. But when all was said and done, he made sense of Randy’s budget numbers no more than he’d matched any shirt he owned with any pair of pants…which was to say, not very successfully at all.

“And when the manna that’s just about to expire goes to the food banks, they get a tax break, see?” Randy said, too excited to realize that Tim was not following him whatsoever. “I mean, shit. Some tax break. It’s almost as much as they make selling the stuff.”

Nelson, pale and muttering, with that freakish blue vein pulsing at his temple—how could Tim ever hope to comprehend what tax breaks were supposed to signify when he couldn’t stop thinking about that awful vein?

“But look at last week,” Randy continued. “There’s a dip here, where they donate their half-rotten stuff and claim their fat write-off. The numbers are low—like maybe they pulled Manhattan’s leftovers out the mix.”

Tim looked down at the column Randy was pointing at. Completely meaningless. “Why?”

“I dunno. What if they didn’t donate the old manna, so they couldn’t claim it? What if they destroyed it? Tossed it, buried it, locked it up and threw away the key? If we can find a memo related to the missing stuff, maybe you’ll have your answers. Maybe Marianne can think of some more keywords we could use to pull up anyth—”

The front door slammed open, and papers fluttered off the table. Javier’s foreman stood framed in the doorway, giving both of them a hard look. “Which one of you is Tim Foster?” he demanded in heavily accented, but perfectly understandable, English.

“I am?” Tim said. He wasn’t entirely sure why it had come out like a question…maybe because he wondered who wanted to know, but the foreman intimidated him so much, he didn’t dare refuse to answer.

Randy stepped in front of Tim and said, “Is there a problem?”

The foreman closed the door behind him, turned back to them, and said, “Yeah, there’s a problem. The police just came around looking to arrest Tim Foster for causing that riot.”

Tim would have gasped, but his throat had closed up, and a little choking noise came out instead. “But I didn’t…” he stammered out, although the foreman’s shrewd expression conveyed that he never thought Tim had actually started the whole fiasco—just that he’d somehow managed to get blamed for it.

Satisfied that Tim understood the gravity of the situation, the foreman looked him up and down, nodded, and added, “Then Javier gave himself up. As Tim Foster.”

“How could he—?” Randy said. “Javier passed himself off as a Tim?”

“Timoteo.”

“Well, shit.”

“Whatever you got going on,” the foreman said, “I don’t care, one way or the other. But them cops, they come back with a warrant? I gotta make sure there ain’t nothing for them to find. You need to go. Now.”

“We can’t go.” Everyone turned toward Marianne, who stood in the doorway to the office, red hair snarled, wearing Nelson’s cast-off clothes, and gauze bandages on her feet. “Nelson is too sick to move.”

“Sick how?”

“Nothing contagious—he gets migraines. Headaches. And his medications knock him out.”

“You got a truck. Put him in the back.”

“But you don’t get it,” she said. “It’s dangerous out there.”

“Oh, I get it. But we can’t put this whole company in danger to keep on protecting you. This is the livelihood of fifty men and their families—that’s just how it is. Them cops figure out they got the wrong guy and they come back, we open up the gate for them and say, Come on in, officer, and have a look around. Either that, or they break it down.”

Tim’s head spun. He looked at the printouts on the table. What evidence was there of him hacking into Canaan Products? His netbook. The desktop. And about fifty reams of printouts. That was all that needed to go in the truck. Not Nelson—because as far as anyone knew, Nelson Oliver and Tim Foster had never even met.

“I’m the one they want.” Tim took a deep, unsteady breath, and said, “I’ll go.”

Marianne said, “We have to stick together,” while Randy said, “I’m coming with you,” and the foreman said, “Then get going.”

Tim turned to Marianne. “I’m sorry. It’s safer for you if I leave—and I take the printouts with me.” The construction guys would probably think he was pulling some kind of scam on them if he tried to take the desktop, but he could set the hard drive to overwrite itself with a string of zeroes, no problem. “I’ll drive down to Chinatown and see if Nelson’s family is okay. You stay and take care of him.”

The foreman relented. “All right. If he’s that sick, then we got no choice but to let him stay. But, Tim Foster—you need to go, now.”

Tim’s heart hurt, physically hurt, when he thought of that blue vein pulsing on Nelson’s temple. And Javier being hauled away in handcuffs. And of kissing them. Both of them. 

He wished he’d had the stones to say, “I love you,” since now it might be too late.




***




Javier stared into the camera. At his side, a police officer held a sheet of paper from the laser printer at chest level announcing his name as Timoteo Foster. If the Internet had been functioning, he would have been taken down to The Tombs—Manhattan Central Booking—and been processed for real. Or, more likely, someone would have figured out by now that there was no such person as Timoteo and resumed the search for the real Tim. But the Internet wasn’t only down in the private sector—it was down everywhere. It seemed that the Internet was more egalitarian than Javier had ever realized.

Thanks to whatever had killed the Internet, the officers at the Midtown North precinct would need to make do. They had searched him thoroughly and taken his belt, his shoelaces, and even his eye patch—either because they thought he would strangle someone with it, or they were worried he’d hang himself with a foot of flimsy elastic. The mug shot would be quite the photograph with the hideous, milky blue eye in its bed of blotchy scars. If “Tim Foster” was to have the riot pinned on him, no doubt the mug shot would even make the news…if anybody from a news station came over in person to collect the photo. Since the riot was probably the biggest news anyone would see in their lifetime, maybe some intrepid reporter would actually take time to obtain the photo, despite the fact that it couldn’t be conveniently downloaded. Javier would’ve liked to think his own journalistic instincts were that good, though he suspected they never really had been.

If his lovely mugshot did make the news, they’d likely show it over and over again, in the same way they rotated a few clips of film while the newscaster tried to make sense of breaking stories. Maybe Felicidad would even see it. Despite himself, Javier smiled slightly over the unexpected opportunity to give that bitch a good reason to be mortified.

As the smile touched his lips, the camera clicked. The officer behind the camera said in Spanish, “Turn to your left.”

Was the right side of the face always the one to be shot—or were they just making sure to preserve Javier’s most monstrous side for posterity? He turned, the officer held the Timoteo Foster printout in place again, and the shutter clicked.

Another officer led him to be fingerprinted, and after that, someone else offered him a disposable white adhesive patch in a paper packet to cover his damaged eye. 

Javier considered refusing it, since he’d be less likely to be chewed up and spit out by a detainee with a chip on his shoulder if he was staring out at everyone else through the hideous eye. Or possibly the plan might backfire, and cause him to be the target of violence from a badass with something to prove. Since half the room looked hazy and indistinct, and since it interfered with the monocular vision he’d grown accustomed to, Javier accepted the adhesive patch, peeled it open and pressed it on.

He could always remove it later, if it seemed he might need to, though he doubted he could use it to kill himself or anyone else. Unless he forced it down someone’s throat.

The holding cell was crowded. Rioters? Looters? Probably plenty of those. The majority of the two dozen men inside were black and Hispanic, no big surprise. But very few of them had the looks of repeat criminals. Some, maybe. Many, though, looked like otherwise-normal men, the types you’d see at a bar, or in line at the bank, or riding the subway. Javier’s gut relaxed at the notion that his whole internal debate over whether or not to wear the adhesive eye patch was based on stories he’d heard about prisons full of hardened criminals, and not a local precinct’s holding cell.

The door clanged shut, and immediately someone approached his blind side and said, “Where you from?” in Spanish.

And Javier realized his brief spike of optimism had been entirely unfounded.

He turned slowly to get a look at whoever’d been asking, to try to see if he looked Mexican, or Cuban, or Puerto Rican, or Ecuadorian….

No tattoos were showing. No obvious African ancestry mixed in. Straight hair. Wispy mustache. Solidly-built, muscular, looked like he could handle himself in a fight. But nothing telegraphed his nationality.

The guy could have been from anywhere.

Most other Latinos had no quarrel with Costa Ricans, not in general, although you never knew when you’d come across someone with a personal score to settle. “San Jose,” Javier answered—and left it to the other detainee to determine if he meant California or Central America.

“I’m Carlos. From Chicago.”

Well. How exotic. Javier continued scanning the room to ensure that no one was flashing gang signs or edging around in an attempt to jump him, but it appeared as if no one was particularly interested in him, other than a few curious glances at his eye patch. “Timoteo,” he said, pleased that Carlos from Chicago hadn’t given a surname, so he didn’t have to give the unlikely name of Foster to a person who’d actually notice he wasn’t half-Anglo.

“What happened to your eye?” Carlos asked.

“Chemical burn.”

“You got a kid?”

Javier almost lied and said he didn’t, then decided he’d be a fool not to play up the assumption he was straight. “Not here. A daughter.”

“I got a baby boy. Thank God he’s back home with my lady. Some fucked up shit going on here.”

Sofia. Javier hadn’t seen her for nearly two years. What if she saw that hideous mugshot on TV, since they watched American news back home to keep up with the money font of Alejandro’s Manhattan business and investments. She’d be six now, almost seven.

“Fucking cops hauling off people’s kids,” Carlos went on, still in Spanish. “My homie’s neighbor got beat up bad trying to keep ’em from taking his boy.”

Almost seven. It had been so long. Would she have recognized him anyway…even without the scars?

“Then I got into it with ’em—’cos that’s his boy, you know? Ended up throwing a punch. And here I am.”

If Sofia didn’t recognize her papito, Nana Felicidad would make sure she did. She’d make sure to remind the girl what a monster he was, too.

“I been here nearly twenty hours,” Carlos said, “nearly a whole day. Ain’t had nothing to eat since last night. Fucking starving. Where’s the maná?”

Of course, it really had nothing to do with his eye. The scarring was simply the outer manifestation of his inner evil. A sign from God. It never would have happened if he hadn’t quit the family business—quit the family—to become a reporter and run off to Gaza for that news program.

With that man.

The man who’d broken up with him in an Israeli hospital, and left him there to rot.

“You know what time it is?” Carlos said. Pleaded, really.

Javier considered how long he’d milled around the station while they attempted to process him without any online access. “Maybe eight o’clock.”

“Damn, I’m so fucking hungry.”

Javier had eaten around midnight, tapenade and gruyere, but he supposed that despite the numb crush of despair, he could eat again.

Carlos strode over to the barred wall closest to the front desk, pushing between a couple of biker-looking Anglos with tattoos and shaved heads. He pressed his face between the bars, and yelled in English, “When you bringing the maná? We’re hungry!”

One of the bikers went paler than he already was and backed up. “Get the fuck away.”

Carlos left off begging for food and turned toward the biker, bristling. “I didn’t touch you, man.”

“Are you sick?”

“No, I ain’t sick.”

“Getting hungry. Real hungry, all the time. That’s how it starts.”

“How what starts?”

“The baby plague.”

Javier could see Carlos was hungry and fatigued enough to start throwing punches just for the sake of giving his pent-up hostility somewhere to go—and as his new amigo, “Timoteo” would be expected to join in…and probably be flattened by the husky biker with the chain links tattooed around his neck. Except that the biker was busy making sure Carlos wasn’t within punching range. And Carlos was more concerned about this “baby plague” than he was with defending his besmirched honor. “For real, man?”

“Didn’t you hear?”

“I didn’t hear nothing. I been in this fucking dump all day and all night.”

Javier leaned forward. He realized he was holding his breath. Then he realized that all the other men in the holding cell—the homeless guys, the black teenagers, the unlikely-looking businessman, the Filipino gang-bangers, the assorted riffraff and thugs…they were all holding their breath, too.

The biker, realizing his audience was hanging on his every word, lowered his voice dramatically and said, “They don’t know how it’s catching—through touching, or breathing the air, or a parasite, or what. But what happens is, people keep getting more and more hungry, like they’ll never get full. And little kids—either it hits ’em harder, or they just can’t control themselves. But if you don’t stuff ’em full of food ’til they’re ready to fucking pop, they’ll turn around…and start eating each other.”

Laughter rippled through the group—because surely, this was some sort of joke. But the laughter was uneasy. And a few men were just staring, and not laughing at all—and not just Javier, who’d had so little to laugh about, for so long, that he’d forgotten the very feel of laughter.

The biker scanned the group, meeting the eyes of each and every one, then nodded his head somberly and said, “It’s true. Hand to God.”

The businessman started to scoff, but everyone else was murmuring to whomever they’d glommed onto during their time in the holding cell, and the Filipinos were translating for one another in Tagalog with bits of English here and there as if to verify they’d just heard what they thought they’d heard.

Carlos returned to Javier’s side, crossed his burly arms in front of his chest, and muttered, “I’m not sick,” in Spanish. “It’s just been a long time since I ate anything. That’s all.”

Was he sick? Was anybody? 

Or was it just the manna?


Chapter 27




The spike strips, patrol cars and sawhorses were no longer blocking the streets. That was a relief. Traffic signals were working, traffic itself seemed no worse than a typical rush hour with a little extra aggression thrown in, and Tim and Randy made good time. But even a half-dozen blocks from Chinatown, the smell of smoke began seeping through the vent on the truck’s dashboard. 

“Holy shit,” Randy said. “Is that a parking spot?”

Tim pulled over and slammed the transmission into park. “I guess more people are trying to get out of this neighborhood than get in.”

“Don’t be such a downer. We found a spot. That’s what counts.”

They were less than two blocks from Nelson’s apartment. A short jog, then turn the corner…and Tim jerked to a stop as if he’d run into a plate glass window. The scene in front of Nelson’s building was like something out of an old war movie—a movie where a bunch of wailing Vietnamese villagers armed with garden tools had been fired upon by tanks and machine guns.

There were no moving vehicles on this block. A pair of fire trucks barricaded traffic. Of the cars and trucks that remained, either parked, or in the middle of the road as if they’d just been driving in the wrong place at the wrong time, not one looked as if it was capable of getting out of there without the help of a tow truck. Windshields were webbed with cracks. Hoods dented. Roofs caved in. And a dozen car alarms whooped and wailed, ensuring that no one could hear well enough to figure out what the hell was going on.

A news crew filmed at one end of the block. The Red Cross had set up a tent at another, but the way people around it were pushing and shoving, it didn’t look like anyone was being helped.

“Come on,” Randy shouted, above the screaming and the car alarms and the sirens. He grabbed Tim by the upper arm and dragged him forward. Tim tripped over something, and righted himself. It was a brick. In the middle of the sidewalk. He looked around, between the feet of the people pacing up and down the sidewalk calling their loved ones’ names, or the people simply wandering in shock, and he saw another brick, and another, and several more. The entire street was littered with bricks.

Randy didn’t seem to notice them. He hauled Tim along with a grip on his arm so hard it hurt. “Hey,” he said to an Asian man who refused to make eye contact. “I’m looking for….” He lost his train of thought when the man wouldn’t pause, but he didn’t let it daunt him; he simply started again with the next person in range. “Do you know the white guy who lives in this building? I’m looking for his family. A Vietnamese lady around fifty and a boy named Bobby.” He turned and began running after someone else. “Hello? Do you speak English? Do you know the white guy with long hair who lives here?”

Where Randy seemed to be thriving on the act of doing something—anything, whether or not it was effective—Tim struggled to wrap his head around the chaos, the wailing of men and machines, and the smoke, and the water from the fire hoses streaming along the gutters like small rivers swirling with random items—a teacup…a TV remote…a pack of disposable diapers.

“Hey, do you know a white guy? He lives here? Do you speak English? I’m looking for his kid.”

Randy stopped yelling, Tim realized, while he’d been zed on the plastic pack of diapers getting caught on a brick, damming the flow of the water, then breaking free when the force of the water dislodged it and floating behind a car. Randy yanked Tim’s arm. A punk Asian girl with soot on her face and a pink streak in her hair who’d stopped to answer his questions had turned away from him. She walked away from him with a cell phone to one ear and the other ear plugged, shouting into the tiny receiver as she tried to get a signal.

Randy was pointing at something on the sidewalk to one side of the Red Cross tent. Maybe another tent that was being put up. Erected. Pitched. Whatever the word was.

Randy shook Tim again. Harder this time. “Hey! Are you freaking out?”

Tim looked at the gutter-river to see if he could figure out where the diapers had gone.

Randy shook him so hard his teeth rattled, and yelled in his ear, “Don’t you fucking freak out—I can’t do this alone.”

Randy, big Randy, with his bruised face and his glued-in tooth. Randy needed him. Tim blinked, took a long, slow breath, acrid with smoke and burnt plastic, and nodded. “I’m okay.”

“Okay.” Randy stared at Tim for a long moment, searching. He had very green eyes. His bruised cheekbone and jaw were nearly the same color as his irises. “Okay.”

He spun Tim around to the yards of plastic on the ground, over by the Red Cross tent. “Then let’s get over there and look. Because I can’t think of a politically correct way to say it—but I don’t think I can pick Nelson’s kid out of a bunch of other Chinese.”

“Vietnamese,” Tim said, though the word was lost among the car alarms and the wailing and the sounds of rushing water. Although maybe that was for the best, because their neighbors were probably Chinese, so maybe Randy was actually sort of right.

Randy hauled him over to the unpitched tent that wasn’t actually a tent at all, but rather a bunch of brown plastic tarps covering the sidewalk. There were more injured people than Tim had realized—so many of them were lying on the ground, waiting for the medics to see to them.

“Oh my God,” Randy said. “I can’t….”

So many people. Tim supposed it made sense that there’d be a lot of people. The apartments were small, and numerous, and most of them held multiple generations, or more than one family.

Randy let go of Tim’s arm and took a few steps toward them. He was saying something, yelling, but the sound of it was swallowed up by the sirens.

So many people waiting. Patiently waiting. So still. Sleeping. Though how they could sleep through all that noise was anyone’s guess.

How they could sleep blackened with smoke, and their limbs torn off.

Randy staggered to the gutter and vomited.

Tim stared at an empty sleeve, red with blood and black with soot. Dead. Of course. He understood it—part of him did, anyway—but most of him just thought everything going on around him was all very, very peculiar.

The sirens grew even louder, but then words formed, Randy yelling again, yelling for the children.

Tim walked away from him, stepped over the man with the empty sleeve, and began to check each body carefully. He’d only met Nelson’s Vietnamese family once, but if he concentrated, he could recall enough detail to go through and eliminate these people. A woman, too old. Another woman, too plump. Most of the Asian women on the tarp were thin, but Nelson’s mother-in-law was particularly petite. Birdlike. She’d had her hair in that tight ponytail…though of course the ponytail could have come undone. And she’d been wearing that…sweatshirt.

The Knicks sweatshirt.

“Randy?” Tim whispered.

The floaty, shock-induced bubble Tim had been lingering in came crashing down all around him at the sight of the poor woman’s face. She didn’t look like she was sleeping. Not at all.

“Randy!” he cried.

“Is that…oh no. No, no, no.” Randy hauled on Tim’s arm and dragged him out from the sea of burnt and broken corpses. Making it back to the truck was straightforward enough, but finding the key seemed to be another matter entirely. The lock pre-dated keychain power locks—you needed to insert an actual key, and turn it. Tim tried to jam a key in, and realized it wasn’t going anywhere because it was the key to his front door. His mailbox. His laundry room.

Randy snatched the keys out of his hand, found the car key and opened the door. “Are you even good to drive? Shit, we should have brought the scotch, I’d pour you a shot or two.”

“I don’t drink.”

“And I’d hold your nose and make you swallow it. Come on, snap out of it.” Randy climbed in the driver’s side, then ducked into the back. “And it never occurred to you to stock up on some normal-sized bottles of water? These water cooler things…not exactly convenient.”

Tim climbed into the cab and pulled the door shut. “Who has water at all? Me or you?”

“I’m just saying.”

Tim glanced in the rear-view and saw a disheveled man wandering up the street, stopping at every car and trying the door to see if it opened. He locked his door and pressed his forehead into the steering wheel, taking deep, cleansing breaths, in an attempt to stop seeing the very dead look on the face of Nelson’s mother-in-law every time he closed his eyes.

In the back, water glugged out of a five-gallon bottle. The door latch clicked as the wandering man tried it, and Tim flinched, but waited a moment before he raised his head to look up. The man was gone, not even noticing that there’d been someone inside the truck; he was already at the car in front of them, trying the door. Looking for something to steal, or somewhere to hide? Or maybe going through the motion for some reason he didn’t understand, because when the world turned into a bad Sunday afternoon horror movie marathon, what did anyone do?

“Here, drink this.” Randy nudged the plastic cup into Tim’s shoulder until he took it, and drank. He hadn’t realized he was thirsty. The water tasted sweet against the smoke that coated his tongue and throat. “Better?”

“Yeah, better.” 

They both sat and stared out the windshield for a minute or two, and finally Randy said, “Did you see Nelson’s kid back there?”

Tim shook his head, no.

“Because I was talking to one of the cops,” Randy said. “He told me they took all the kids to The Tombs.”

“To jail?”

“That’s what he said. He said they’re sick…but not all of them. And they’re trying to get them sorted out, release the ones who aren’t, the ones who pass some kind of test, if there’s someone there to sign for them.”

“Nelson’s boy….”

“Bobby. He called him Bobby.”

The Manhattan Detention Complex was only a few blocks away. Maybe they’d taken the children there to keep them safe during the emergency. Safe from people like the guy who’d just broken into the car at the end of the block. “We’ve got to be missing something,” Tim said. “You can’t just go and sign out children.”

“They probably don’t have enough space to keep them all. I don’t know. That’s just what he said, that they’re signing out the ones who aren’t sick. Look, we know where he is. We’ve done all we can do here. Let’s go.”

“But who’s going to sign him out?” Tim said. “His mother, his grandmother—they’re all…. Who’s left?”

“We’ll get Nelson.”

“He’s tripping all over the place on his meds. We’re only a few blocks away—look, you can see it from here. By the time Nelson wakes up and we get him back down here, any freak or pervert off the street could go and….”

“All right, I get the picture.” Randy pulled out his cell phone and checked to see if it was working, shook his head, and slipped it back in his pocket. “I think it’s a long shot. But you’re right. We need to at least try.”




***




Nelson’s leg kicked a few times. Fucking jimmy-leg. Maybe he should take up tap-dancing and give it something useful to do. The sun was bright—who the hell opened his blinds? And then the sniffling and sobbing, Tuyet crying. Again.

All the explaining in the world just couldn’t bring her around to the idea that she didn’t actually need to fit in. Who the fuck cared if the airheads at work thought she was dumb? How many of them spoke two languages? And who cared what that bitter, single, middle-aged laundry lady at the end of the hall thought of their living arrangement, either?

Despite the numerous times Nelson had broken out the Vietnamese-English dictionary to try to explain why it shouldn’t matter what other people did or didn’t approve of, Tuyet still cared. It wasn’t a language thing. It was a cultural thing. And probably a gender thing, too. 

And a frequent enough cause of distress that Nelson’s vocabulary had become pretty fluent when he murmured his soothing nonsense about it. “Don’t cry, Tuyet,” he said in Vietnamese. “You’re beautiful. Your son is awesome. Our life is good.”

“Nelson? What are you saying?”

Nelson opened his eyes—Tuyet’s thick accent had disappeared awfully fast—and then closed them again. Bright. His right leg spasmed, then his left. And the last few days came rushing back. “Marianne?”

Arms around him, girl-arms, and Marianne clasped his head to her chest and wept against the top of his head. He’d been out for maybe twelve hours. His hair was greasy and he stunk from serotonin-sweats and hookups. And she didn’t give a rat’s ass.

“Hey, hey…” he switched his comfort-mode to English with some effort. Reality still seemed a bit slippery at the moment. “You’re okay. We’re okay.”

“You’re finally awake,” she slobbered into his hair.

“More or less. Shh, c’mon. Calm down.” He ran his palms up and down her back. He couldn’t quite feel her shoulder blades the way he could with Tuyet or Bobby, but she was almost as small and frail, especially compared to the adults of the male persuasion he usually had his arms around. Her crying ebbed, but didn’t cease entirely. He turned his head to peek over her shoulder and reorient himself. “This is a new one. Where are we?”

“They put us in a backhoe.”

Nelson squelched the urge to say, I know you are, but what am I? since he didn’t have a dollar to spare for the cliché jar. He pushed against the back of the bucket seat just enough to get a peek out the window. The construction site looked the same as he’d remembered it, minus the yellow truck. “Where’s Tim?”

Marianne made a keening noise, then started sobbing again. Nelson’s medulla dumped some wiggy adrenaline into his system to compete with all the happy-sappy serotonin and treat his poor system to a puketastic hormone war.

Hormone. He half-remembered the manna epiphany he’d had on his serotonin-trip, and shoved it aside. “Seriously, where’s Tim?”

Marianne snuffled up her tears and spun a truly whacked story about Javier impersonating Tim, Tim and Randy taking off, and the DLR foreman stashing them in the backhoe because the cops had been in and out of the construction site all day.

“And Tim and Randy left…why?”

Marianne drew a breath to answer…and started bawling again. Nelson pulled out his VOIP phone to see if there were any emails from Bobby or Kevin. No signal. But there was a cigarette lighter in the dashboard, and the thought of someone smoking a cigarette while driving a backhoe struck him as funny—even though he was fairly certain there was absolutely nothing to laugh about. He pulled out the lighter, then configured his geeky three-way phone charger to allow car charging and stuck it in the dash.

He was itching to duck back into the office, hop online, and see what new shitstorm had kicked up since he’d swallowed the Peritriptan. But he wasn’t up to answering any cop-related questions—and not only that, but dueling tremors in his legs were raging back and forth, and the backhoe cab dipped and swayed every time he moved his head. Being a useless invalid sucked ass. And not in a good way.

He gazed out at the construction site and spotted a cheerfully plastic Canaan Products manna wrapper wind-plastered to chain link fence, and said, “I spy with my little eye…”

“How can you fool around at a time like this?”

“…something that begins with a W.”

Marianne cried for another moment or two, then lifted her head, looked around through her swollen, red-rimmed eyes, took a tremulous breath, and said, “Windshield?”


Chapter 28




Tim had heard stories about the Manhattan Detention Center from his activist friends, the type who not only handed out pamphlets on HIV awareness and legalizing gay marriage, but the type who’d chain themselves to trees, or streak into a live newscast with a cryptic protest message scrawled in lipstick across their bare ass.

They’d told him The Tombs was dehumanizing. They’d told him that the scumbags in the cells used the sinks as urinals, even though there was a toilet in every cell (conveniently located where everyone could see you using it.) They’d told him about the endless flights of stairs that make you feel like you’re going down, down, down into the bowels of the earth.

They hadn’t mentioned the aura of resigned acceptance the staff seemed to have about working there. Riot? Explosion? A sudden influx of screaming, bloody, potentially contaminated children? Just another day in the life of Lower Manhattan.

Randy and Tim had been at The Tombs, standing in a line for nearly two and a half hours…only to determine it was the wrong line.

“Are you kidding me?” Randy said. 

The desk clerk didn’t make eye contact. She looked over his shoulder wearily, and said, “Next.”

“Ma’am,” he said, in a tone of voice that conveyed far more impatience than respect, “We’ve been here since this morning. Is there any possible way you can have us seen without standing in another one of these—”

“Next.”

“Come on,” Tim said, dragging Randy to the back of the second line. Which they stood in for three more hours. The dazed shock that had come over Tim at Nelson’s apartment had slowly dissipated, but now he needed to urinate. Badly. He didn’t dare step out of line to do it, even with Randy there to hold his place. They were deep within a maze of vinyl ropes, and there’d be no way for Tim to squeeze by the other people in line without stepping on a lot of toes…and the other people in line were easily as desperate and edgy as they were.

“If you don’t speak English,” one of the clerks said loudly, “you’re going to have to wait for the translator. Trans-la-tor!”

He was a white guy, older, with a thick build and a flush of spider veins around his nose. A Chinese couple who were on the verge of having a meltdown pleaded with him in whichever dialect they spoke, and the clerk’s color began to rise. “Just our luck we’ll end up with that guy,” Randy said in Tim’s ear. “When he’s good and pissed-off, and he’s decided he’d just as soon tell us to go fuck ourselves.”

Tim said, “He wouldn’t do that,” just as the clerk stood up, fuming, got in the Chinese man’s face and pointed aggressively to another line, hollering, “Get in that line or I will have you removed!”

The person waiting in front of them was called by a normal, rational-looking clerk. “Yep,” Randy said. “We’re gonna get Mr. Happy.” He showed Tim his watch. “Can you tell this is pretty much new? It’s worth two hundred, easy. I can slip it to him—”

“Are you delusional?” Tim said. “You can’t bribe a corrections officer with a watch.”

“Probably not. It’s got a ding in it now. If you twits hadn’t made me give up my hundred dollar bill….”

The Chinese couple shuffled over to the translator line, the woman weeping, the man barely holding it in, and the red-faced clerk looked up and drew breath to call Tim and Randy to come forward. Tim turned to the guy behind him, a stoic man with a mustache, and said, “You can go first. We’re not ready.”

The stoic man shrugged and went ahead.

“Good thinking, Bones. Now, if we could make it so we get that lady at the end, I think she’d….”

“Call me that one more time, and—” Before Tim could think of a suitable threat, he noticed something going on by a cluster of desks in a workstation island, just beyond the naugahyde ropes that corralled him in the three-hour line.

A pair of flustered, middle-aged women in frumpy sweaters were hovering around an outdated computer. They appeared to be trying to fix something—not very successfully. Tim heard the words “Internet is supposed to be up again,” rise above the general din.

“Next!”

“Perfect,” Randy said. “We got ’er. Come on.”

“You go ahead. I’ll catch up with you.” 

“Wait a sec, where do you think you’re going?”

Tim barely heard Randy—he was too riveted by the computer. He stepped over the rope and approached the women. One had the leathery look of a lifelong smoker. She was probably in the midst of a monumental nicotine fit. The other one had her unnaturally red hair sculpted into stiff curls with enough hairspray to leave its own hole in the ozone.

“Hello. I’m Tim. I might be able to help you with that—I’m in I.T.”

The women both looked at him blankly.

“A computer guy.”

The smoker seemed leery, but the hairspray woman heaved a huge sigh of relief. “I can’t get online. They told me it was back up, I need to get on, but this stupid thing won’t…I keep getting this message about port something-or-other. What the hell is that?”

 The router it was connected to had reset itself. Elaborate fix? Heck, no. She just needed to reboot. “That’s pretty serious,” Tim said. 

Online. He spotted a USB headset attached to the phone system, then slipped his hand into his pocket and felt the smooth edge of a business card. He could get online…which meant he could call Nelson’s phone. He did his best to sound pessimistic, though it was quite a stretch, with the surge of hope bubbling up in his chest. “You’ll need to re-set all your ports.”

“How do I…?”

“I’ll show you. First, go around to the back.” The hairspray woman obediently rounded the computer. The leathery woman followed, scowling at the cables.

Tim glanced over at Randy. He spotted him through a gap in the milling crowd of distraught people, leaning on the clerk’s desk, talking to her, trying to look smooth. Maybe he thought he did. “Bobby Oliver. Or Robert, try Robert. O-L-I….” He couldn’t see that half his face was green with bruising, after all.

Tim rebooted the old computer, then looked in back for something harmless for the women to play with. The printer had its own network cable. Perfect. “Okay…now the timing’s going to be critical. I need you to unplug that cable when I say.”

The women both nodded, as if it would take two of them to do it. Hooray for government workers.

“Password?” Tim said. The hairspray woman pointed to a robust, randomly-generated password…written down on a Post-it stuck to her monitor. Nice. He plugged in the headset, located the driver, and pulled up a browser. The smoker was looking at him oddly—maybe she wondered why “resetting the ports” required a headset. Time to distract her before she took that suspicion any further. “Okay, are you ready with that cable? Three, two, one, go.”

He pulled up a VOIP phone service and set up a quick account, typing so quickly he could hardly feel the keys under his fingers. “Okay, now plug it back in when I say. And be careful. You had a little lag…but I think we can go on to step two.”

Both of the women were staring hard at the printer cable when Tim pulled out Nelson’s business card and keyed in his cell phone number.

“Ready?” he asked them. “Okay…wait a minute.”

Someone picked up, and then, cautiously said, “Hello?” Nelson. Awake. Thank God.

“It’s Tim.”

“Tim?” Nelson sounded delighted. “Where the hell are ya and how’d you get through? Caller I.D. says Hairspray Cigarette.”

Tim pretended to adjust the headset so his hand shielded his mouth from view, and he spoke very low, directly into the mic. “I need Bobby’s name. His full name.”

“Why?”

“Please.”

“Pham Duc Bao.”

“Spelled how?”

Nelson spelled it, then said, “Tim, you’re freaking me out. What happened?”

“Hold on.” Tim turned toward the women behind the computer and blurted out, “Okay, now!”

The redhead pulled the cable, flustered.

“No, no, no,” Tim said in his most douchebaggy I.T.- guy voice. “That won’t work at all. Plug it back in.”

“You didn’t give her any warning,” the smoker said, eager to vent her nicotine-deprived frustration on somebody. She began to round the computer.

Tim mumbled, “I’m sorry,” into the headset, closed the connection, and pulled up a DOS window to cover the browser before she could see it. “Now look what happened.”

“You broke it!” The smoker backed off, eyes wide with horror at the sight of the plain black window with its blinking control prompt. “Holy crap, you don’t know what you’re doing. This wasn’t my idea—I didn’t say you could touch it. I didn’t have anything to do with this.” Her mouth worked helplessly. “I’m going on break.” She pushed her way into the crowd and disappeared.

“Can you fix it?” The hairspray woman had tears wobbling on her lower eyelids, ready to spill.

Tim had never wanted to be one of those tech guys who made people cry. Even pretending to be one made him feel soiled. “We’ll try again.”

She gave him a quavery smile.

“Just unplug it one more time,” he said more kindly as he erased the browser history and cleared the cookies. “Okay. Plug it back in now. There you go. Perfect. You’re online.”

Once Tim dodged the woman’s profuse and tearful thank-yous, he stepped back over the naugahyde rope to go help Randy figure out what had happened to Nelson’s son.




***




The desk sergeant at Midtown North was a no-nonsense African American man who was squinting like he hadn’t slept in a couple of days. He handed Javier his belt, his shoe laces, his eye patch, and his keys. He paused with Javier’s prepaid Visa in his hand as if he might just throw the card in the trash for all the extra red tape they’d needed to go through on Javier’s behalf—but he did decide to give it back, if grudgingly. When he handed it over, he said evenly, “Now get the fuck out of here.”

Once the police station was online again, they’d matched Javier’s fingerprints and determined he was not Timoteo Foster a lot more quickly than he had anticipated. Who would have known they would cross-reference the database of the International Federation of Journalists…though given the fact that the Voice of Reason was a blogger, he supposed it actually was a logical place for them to start.

Once he was free of the police station, he headed uptown on foot and stopped off at the building where he rented a closet-sized room with a shared bath. If his real identity was now linked to the Voice of Reason, he might as well gather his credentials in case he needed them. More importantly, he could wash the stink of the past few days from his body, and the adhesive residue of the disposable patch from the orbit of his eye socket. He ducked his head beneath the shower, and felt the spray prickle against his scalp. He wanted to luxuriate in the sensation, but of course, there was no time. He’d given himself a strict 15-minute limit in which to stop at his room and get himself together on his way back to the DLR Construction site. 

The adhesive was more stubborn than Javier had anticipated, and he’d left several eyelashes and part of his eyebrow on the back of the patch, too. Not that it mattered. He’d had strong, handsome eyebrows once, but the brow above his ruined eye had been fragmented into three distinct parts. A private surgeon in Costa Rica had mentioned that a surgical scar revision and a hair transplant would repair much of the damage, possibly to the point where it would be hardly noticeable, for a mere fifty thousand colones—twenty or thirty thousand American dollars.

What a joke.

Javier was perched on the foot of his twin bed in his briefs, damp from the shower as he worked the last of the gummy adhesive from the patches of his eyebrow, when his cell phone rang.

His head jerked up. The phone?

He grabbed it from his nightstand and glanced at the screen—his battery was nearly dead and he didn’t recognize the number. But the first call to come through since the job interview? Of course he took it. Also, it was a New York number, not Costa Rican…in which case, he would have been tempted to let it go to voice mail.

“Yes?” he said cautiously.

“Javier? Is that you?”

“Who is this?”

“Marianne said you got arrested.” Ah, Nelson Oliver. “What happened, are you okay?” 

Javier remembered scrawling his phone number on the traitor’s arm with detachment, as if it had happened in another life. This was what happened when you trusted people. Maybe he should have let it go to voice mail after all. “I’m fine,” Javier said coldly. “Are you still at the site?”

“Yeah, but….” There were muffled noises, and Marianne’s voice encouraging Nelson to not worry about it right now. More shuffling, and then, “Javier, just level with me. What’s going on with Bobby?”

Despite the anger, the humiliation of the betrayal, Javier felt a pang of sympathy over the desperation he heard in Nelson’s voice. It was with no pleasure at all that he said, “There was a gas explosion at your building.”

Nelson held the phone away from his face and said, “How could you not tell me this?”

Marianne was sobbing. “How could I say it? What could we do about it?”

“Where’s Randy?” Nelson asked her. “Where’s Tim?”

“They’re trying to help your family. We would have only slowed them down.”

Javier’s phone beeped. Not much longer on the battery.

“Listen to me,” he barked into the receiver. Both Nelson and Marianne went quiet. “There’s an illness spreading. A hunger, a terrible hunger.” Like Marianne, he decided to spare Nelson the detail he could do nothing about—the rumor that the children were eating each other…and the possibility that if his son had survived the gas explosion, he would have been quarantined with a bunch of other children. “Is it the Canaan?”

Nelson’s voice was quiet. Worn-out. Exhausted. “Yeah.” He sighed. “The simplest way I can put it…it’s basically…drugged. Not just Canaan, either. I think they had other distribution channels, too—Park Avenue, for sure.”

“You know specifically how they managed this.”

“Totally. And if it blew up in their faces, I can’t say I’m surpr—”

“Can you prove it?”

“Prove…how, in a lab? Yeah, if you can pull a lab out of your butt.”

“Can you explain it convincingly, in technical terms—without dumbing it down?” Javier’s phone beeped again. “Not right this second. But could you?”

“Well, yeah—”

Javier glanced at his press pass, and the spark of a plan flared into being. “Can you walk ten blocks? Can Marianne?”

While Nelson conferred with Marianne, Javier’s phone beeped again. The part of him that had been burned one time too many questioned whether it was actually wise to expose himself further to someone with no sense of loyalty…but time was running out, and in a last-ditch effort to salvage the rapidly deteriorating situation, Javier said, “Come to this address….”


Chapter 29




Tim had thought they were on the lowest level of The Tombs, but he’d been wrong. Two more flights of stairs later, they found themselves at a barred metal door where a stout woman with a permanent frown looked like she was just waiting for an excuse to turn away someone who’d come this far. Tim and Randy both stood straighter and did their best to look trustworthy and earnest as she scanned their paperwork. “You’re picking up Pham Duc Bao?” She said the non-English name with a surprising lack of hesitancy.

“Yes, ma’am,” Tim said, projecting as much humility and respect with those two words as he could muster—though the emotions he was attempting to convey were probably lost amid the sound of wailing coming from the hallway beyond the bars.

“Boy or girl?”

“A boy. He’s twelve years old, just under five feet tall—”

“End of the hall, turn right, give your forms to the guard.” She pressed a button and the door gave a startlingly loud electronic buzz as it opened just long enough to admit them, then shut behind them with a clang that made the hair on the back of Tim’s neck stand on end.

An eerie sound filled the guard station, growing louder as they approached the hallway—dozens upon dozens of tiny voices echoing through a metal and concrete warren that couldn’t seem to absorb them, as if it had been built for larger voices, adult voices, and these thin, piercing sounds built and multiplied on each other in a macabre feedback loop. And while the sounds were bad, the smells were ten times worse. Feces, mainly. But underneath that, urine and sweat, and the stink of way too many unwashed bodies crammed far too close together.

Tim considered plugging his ears and breathing through his mouth. Sure, he’d look like he was crazy. Maybe he didn’t care. But the thought of the molecules that carried the stink settling on his tongue convinced him that breathing through his nose, while unpleasant, was probably the best choice—albeit a choice from a range of options that all unequivocally sucked.

The hallway was cold and hard, concrete floors and walls trimmed in metal. At the end, a T-intersection led left and right. When Tim paused at the junction, Randy tugged his sleeve. “She said to turn right.”

“I know, but….” The shrieking coming from the left passage was much more intense than the sound coming from the right. 

“Let’s get the kid and get the hell out of here,” Randy said.

A shriek pierced the cacophony of yelling, and although Tim didn’t have a child of his own, it seemed to him that something was really wrong when a kid made a sound like that. “Just a sec.” 

“If they catch us—”

“Then we say we’re lost.” Tim turned a corner into a hall lined with barred holding cells, each of them a bit smaller than his living room, about eight feet square. There was movement inside the cells—and lots of screaming—but the vertical bars that fragmented Tim’s vision were playing tricks on him, like a strobe light, segmenting the scenes inside the cells into a bizarre tableaux that his overtaxed brain struggled to make sense of.

A shrill scream pierced the wailing, and Tim tried to follow the sound to its source, but still his brain only read bars and motion.

Until he saw the blood.

The lighting was terrible, full of confusing shifting shadows, but once he spied that telltale splash of red, suddenly it was all he could see, everywhere he looked. Red and red and red.

Tim said, “Oh my God,” without even realizing he’d spoken, though Randy probably couldn’t hear it, not over all the screams. The children were bleeding—not all of them, but enough of them—and not only that, but they were trussed to the bars with their arms spread wide like a crucifixion, one child after another, hand to hand so that their only their fingertips brushed. One child led to another, and another, and another, like a chain of screaming, bleeding paper dolls. The child closest to Tim shook her head back and forth as she screamed, and when her hair parted, he saw a mark on her forehead—a “+” symbol that had been scrawled there in thick black marker, like an obscene parody of Ash Wednesday. And now that Tim had seen the mark, he spotted it on the forehead of the next child, and the next, and the next. “Oh my God.”

Convinced that he couldn’t possibly be seeing what he thought he was seeing, Tim turned to Randy. He was smart and practical, and he wasn’t prone to melodrama. He would understand—and then he would set Tim straight. But the look in Randy’s eyes was anything but encouraging. He scowled, pulled out his cell phone, and snapped a picture.

“What is this?” Tim said. “What happened?” 

Randy shoved his phone into his pocket, grabbed Tim by the arm and steered him back toward the hall.

“Wait…” Tim said. “They were bleeding.”

“They said the kids were sick, remember?” Randy hustled Tim into another hallway. “What if it’s like leprosy? Or AIDS? What if it’s like that flesh-eating bacteria?”

“But it can’t…be…” Tim had read enough safe sex pamphlets that he was pretty sure it was nothing like HIV, but he had no idea if it could be like leprosy, flesh-eating bacteria, the black death, bird flu, or anything else. Nelson might understand. But Nelson wasn’t there, and without Internet access, there was no way of asking him.

Randy said, “What if we caught it just by breathing in that air?”

The thought of odor-molecules lighting on his tongue, now carrying the germ of some deadly plague, made Tim turn his head to spit—and then feel phenomenally self-conscious about spitting indoors.

Randy said, “We gotta grab the kid and get outta here. Right now. Before we catch—” they rounded the corner and stopped short, stunned. 

The right-hand hallway, the one to which they’d originally been directed, wasn’t as loud as the one with the screaming, bleeding children bound to the walls, but it was just as bizarre—and just as horrific. The cells were the same, eight by eight and barred. But these cells were packed with children, as many children as they could hold. Children’s arms strained through the bars toward the man in a stained and torn uniform, a guard who walked carefully up the center of the aisle so that not a single child could touch him. A plastic bucket swung from one arm. He dipped his opposite hand in and came up with a handful of manna—glistening pale manna that quivered in his grasp. He flung it sideways as if he was scattering road salt on an icy walkway, and the manna struck the bars and spattered into the cell. Most of the children flinched back, but some did not. They grabbed the manna from the floor and swung around to turn their backs from the other children while they stuffed the soft manna flecked with hair, dirt and concrete crumbs into their mouths.

Randy wasn’t even looking. He was busy trying to locate Nelson’s son, but since all the children surged toward him, wailing for help, it was impossible to pick out the boy they’d only seen once, briefly, back at Nelson’s apartment.

The guard with the bucket rushed over to them, slid on a patch of manna, waved his arms and then righted himself. More manna spattered from the bucket, but he didn’t notice, or maybe didn’t care. “Hey, you,” he hollered over the cries of dozens and dozens of children. “How’d you get in here?”

“They sent us here,” Randy bellowed. “We got papers. We’re picking up a kid. Pham Duc Bao.”

“Well? Which one is it?”

It?

Tim turned away from the guard and searched desperately for Bobby. There he was…no, wait, that was a girl. There—no, that kid was a lot taller. Tim was looking for dark hair and almond-shaped eyes. He was looking for an Asian kid—but since so many of them had been rounded up in Chinatown, about half the children were Asian.

And while Tim had always prided himself on his civil activism and his political correctness, he realized with growing dismay that (to him, at least) all the screaming, crying Asian kids looked more or less…alike.




***




Two more blocks. Two more completely fucked up blocks full of garbage and rubble and, heck, probably a dirty syringe or two just waiting to pierce the duct tape wrapped around Marianne’s socks. If there’d been time, Nelson would have cut something up to use as a sole, and tested a few different wraps of the tape to see how he could get the most support and the most flexibility out of the job. But there wasn’t any time to screw around with homemade shoes, there wasn’t any time to screw around with anything—so he’d given Marianne’s feet a few quick wraps, then hoisted her onto his back and staggered toward Javier’s place with her bitching all the way. 

“I can walk. Damn it, I can walk!”

One and a half more blocks. Despite Marianne’s arms in a chokehold around his neck, her butt sagged low, and was creeping lower with every step. He hitched her up and jogged forward a few steps, barely catching himself from overbalancing and sprawling face-first on the sidewalk.

“I can walk!”

“Not much farther now.” Nelson barely got the words out. He’d meant them to be encouraging, but instead they’d sounded labored and strained, like they’d come from a guy on the verge of collapse. He should have kept his mouth shut.

Story of his life. 

Nelson dodged a skeezy-looking guy who was eyeing them with too much interest, and then swerved around a puddle of vomit at the last second.

“I can wa—”

Jimmy-leg. Nelson pitched sideways, and both of them hit the front window of a hardware store that was surprisingly intact. The Plexiglas flexed, and the image of an overturned car on the street that was reflected in its surface shifted, smaller, then bigger, then smaller again. Marianne slid from Nelson’s back. Nelson clenched himself from head to toe, curling in on himself in anticipation of the shatter. Fracture dynamics in plexi were nowhere near as hazardous as they were in real glass, but even so, getting nailed by a shard of plexi wouldn’t exactly tickle. The window wobbled, then held.

Almost there. Nelson knew he should straighten up, grab Marianne, and keep going. Except he couldn’t; he felt like he’d clenched so tight, his muscles had locked into place and they weren’t about to give up so easily. Something about assuming the fetal position made him want to crawl into a hole and simply stay that way. Because what good was he, anyway? All the forced optimism in the world wouldn’t make things right, not if he couldn’t even fucking walk.

“Are you okay?” Marianne said.

He didn’t answer. He suspected that maybe he wasn’t.

“Nelson?”

For all that most people might consider him a failure, Nelson had always seen himself instead as someone who had not succeeded. Yet. It wasn’t quite optimism, though there was some element of optimism to the attitude. Sure, Edison had invented the stock ticker, a half-dozen types of telegraphs, and, heck, even wax paper by the time he was thirty…but that didn’t mean Nelson was a failure. It just meant he hadn’t found his stride.

So he’d thought. Until now. Because what if there was no stride? Or, worse…what if there was? And what if Nelson wasn’t man enough to walk it?

“Nelson!” 

Marianne shook him. He felt numb. Disconnected. Leaden.

“Oh my God, it’s not your head, is it? Please say it’s not your head.”

What good were all the brains in the world if you never did anything meaningful with them? 

What good was it to love someone if you couldn’t protect them when they needed you the most?

“Do you need a pill? Maybe we can find a drug store. I think there’s a drug store around the corner.”

Despite the futility, despite the grief, before he could check himself, Nelson laughed. The sound was so atrophied with bitterness, it didn’t even sound like him. “How would we pay for it? By selling a kidney?” He closed his eyes against the weight of the world as if that would stop it from crushing him, but all it did was make him feel the pain of his own helplessness more acutely. “Never mind,” he said quietly. “I don’t need a pill.”

“Are you going to throw up? Should I find you some water?”

Marianne reminded him of Tuyet—of how she might be without her accent, anyway. Persistent. Loud. And thinking about Tuyet led to thinking about Bobby, and how maybe both of them would have been better off in Hanoi, markless or not, if this was all the good Nelson could do them when they needed him the most.

“Come on.” Marianne grabbed him by the arm and slung it around her shoulders. Hell, she even felt like Tuyet, same height, same stature. She heaved, and Nelson felt himself reluctantly rise, and steel himself to keep going. “We’re almost there.”




***




The sidewalk seemed unusually crowded. Javier wasn’t certain whether people were trying to get to work, or maybe checking on their loved ones, or if they were just out looking for something to steal. Whatever they were up to, most of them knew better than to trust the buses or the subways, which were running on huge delays…if they were even running at all. He watched from his front stoop as a gap opened in the crowd and he caught sight of Nelson’s hair. He walked with his arm around Marianne—poor Marianne, with her feet, and her hormones—and at first Javier assumed Nelson was helping her walk. But then it became clear that his skin was the color of chalk, and it was she who was propping him up.

Javier sighed and slipped out from the shadow of the doorway to usher them both into his shabby building, and his shabbier room.

He was still disappointed with Nelson. Livid, was more like it. The only reason he’d even spoken to Nelson was his desire to see Canaan Products held accountable for what they’d done. Now, though, seeing Nelson like this, struggling to even make it down the street…Javier felt a pang of sympathy even as he kept himself from demanding how Nelson planned to live with himself after turning on someone as decent, as trusting, as Tim. “You’re still sick?” was what he said, instead.

“No, I’m….” Nelson brushed off both Marianne’s assistance and Javier’s halfhearted attempt. “I’ll be fine. Just tell me what it is about this manna mess you need me to prove to you.”

“It’s not me you’re going to prove it to. It’s the world.”


Chapter 30




Javier’s room was spartan, like something from a 40’s noir film, minus the lit cigarettes and the bleached blonde secretaries. Once upon a time, Nelson would have found that observation interesting. Now, it was hardly even a blip on his radar.

“What I don’t get,” Marianne said, “is why you’d get him booked on a show like Manhattan Minute? Isn’t that kind of conservative?”

“I had a connection there,” Javier said. “That’s all.”

“But if Nelson can prove that Canaan Products has been messing around with the food supply, wouldn’t every news outlet be dying to snap up the story?”

“If we could get through to them. If they would take the time to check my credentials. If they weren’t being flooded with conspiracy theories from every crackpot in the city.”

Nelson didn’t give a damn if he was going to appear on Manhattan Minute or the Mickey Mouse Club. He’d told Javier he could explain the Canaan Products reformulation, so he’d damn well do it. Because explaining science was something he could do. Unlike marching down to Chinatown and figuring out where his kid was. He would have liked to think he was entrusting Tim with that job because Tim sounded like he had it under control. Really, though, he suspected he was leaving it to Tim because he couldn’t physically do it. In fact, he didn’t suspect it…he was sure of it. His legs were shaking with constant tremors now and everything looked slightly green, and much too bright. His logic told him he was better off to let someone with functional brain chemistry—and a vehicle—handle the situation.

But despite all the reasons his logical brain could provide for focusing his effort on the task he had some chance of accomplishing…he still felt like a shitty excuse for a dad.

Javier crossed his arms, looked at Marianne, and said, “Do you know how to cut hair?”

“You want to cut off his hair?”

“Appearance is everything on television news. He needs to look credible. He needs to look like a scientist.”

“Yeah? Well, he’ll look like a joke if he gets a haircut from me.”

“We’ll put it in a ponytail,” Nelson said, not because he gave a damn whether they hacked it off or not, but because he felt profoundly sick, not just in body, but in spirit. “It’ll be fine.”

Javier pulled a gray suit out of his closet, held it up in front of Nelson, and said, “It will do.” Marianne peered around Javier into the closet. “Do you have any sneakers or anything? The duct tape shoes aren’t exactly cutting it.”

“They’ll be too big, and that might rub and make things worse.” Javier turned to his dresser and pulled out a crumpled five-dollar bill. “Why don’t you see if the woman across the hall will sell you a pair of her slippers?”

“Okay. What’s her name?”

“I don’t know. I never introduced myself.”

Marianne shot Javier a hard look. “You’re not making this very easy, you know.” She took the money and stepped into the hall, and a moment later, Nelson heard knocking, and muffled voices.

Javier pointed at a narrow, chipped sink in the corner of the room with an unadorned mirror hanging over it, and said, “Shave.”

Nelson turned to the basin, ran the water, and lathered his face—but it wasn’t until he put the razor to his cheek that he realized how badly his hand was trembling. He tensed and relaxed the arm a few times to try to make it act normal, but it was no use. The razor shook as if he was attempting to shave on the J Train.

“Here.” Javier took Nelson by the wrist before he sliced off his own nose, pried the razor from his fingers, and turned him around. The patented Javier-scowl was firmly in place as he took Nelson by the chin and dragged the razor down his cheek. Nelson would have found the thought of Javier shaving him profoundly hot…in another life. But not now. From where Nelson stood, he’d be surprised if anything got a rise out of him ever again.

Javier didn’t linger or fuss. He shaved Nelson with long, sure strokes, only pausing at the lower lip to ensure he’d subdued every errant whisker. When he finished, he indicated the sink with a curt jerk of his head, and said, “Rinse.”

Once Nelson had rinsed and blotted, Javier shoved a white dress shirt on a hanger at him. Nelson handed it back so he could take off his own shirt. “I’m going as fast as I can,” he snapped.

Javier pressed his lips together and said nothing as Nelson slipped into the borrowed shirt. He glared as Nelson struggled with the buttons, then knocked Nelson’s hands away and began buttoning it himself. Nelson started to work on a different button, but his hands shook so badly they only got in the way. Javier buttoned all the buttons leading up to the one with the seemingly impossible hole, then brushed Nelson’s hands aside again and buttoned it.

“I get it,” Nelson said. “I’m slowing you down. But do you have to be such a prick about it?” 

Javier paused, said nothing, then buttoned the final two buttons and turned to the closet again.

“Not that I want—or expect—you to hold my hand and feed me some bullshit about how everything’s gonna be hunkey-dorey, but come on, after all we’ve been through…why’re you being so attitudinal?”

Javier turned back with a tie in his hand, muted blues and greens, subtly patterned. A hell of a lot nicer than the one Nelson had traveled to the morgue to borrow from Kevin for his big job interview with Canaan. Javier stroked it absently, looked at Nelson hard with his uncovered eye, and said, “I know.”

Nelson waited for an explanation. Instead, Javier handed him the tie and turned away.

He knew…what? About that thing in the bathroom? If Javier thought Nelson was going to ask for permission first before he put the moves on Tim, he had another thing coming. “That’s what the whole ‘watch yourself’ thing was about, back in the truck, wasn’t it? You acted like you were worried I’d string Tim along and hurt his feelings, when what you really meant was that you wanted him all for yourself.”

“Not at all.” Javier reached toward Nelson, flicked up the collar of the pristine white shirt, and looped the tie around Nelson’s neck.

Nelson planted his hands on his hips and didn’t even attempt the half-windsor that Javier seemed perfectly capable of tying, even backwards. “That’s fine. Admit it. You’re jealous. ’Cos you thought you could serve it up to him and he’d be putty in your hands. But you know what? Just ’cos your kink and his kink happen to click doesn’t mean he should ride off into the sunset with you.”

“Drop it, already. I know.”

“You know what? Here’s what you should know: I would’ve been happy to see where the whole three-way was going to take us, but you’re the one who’s making him choose—and you know what else? He’ll probably pick me.”

Javier tightened the knot, then slid it up until his knuckles pressed into Nelson’s windpipe. Hard. “Do you think it even matters, who’s fucking whom? Here’s what I know: you’re the one who turned him in.”

In another absurdly appropriate kung fu move Nelson had only ever tried, laughing and not very forcefully, with Bao, he slipped a hand around Javier’s fist and knocked it away from his throat. If he weren’t trembling with serotonin, he might have even given Javier’s arm a twist for good measure. “I was beginning to wonder if you’re a head-case, but now I’m positive. What possible reason could I have to throw Tim under the bus?”

“Whatever they offered you. Opportunity. Prestige. Money.”

Nelson took Javier by the shoulders—mostly wanting to shake him. But instead he squeezed, digging his thumbs in hard, as if the pain might force his words through Javier’s thick skull. “I know you’re half-blind, but even so, do I seriously look like I give two shits about money?” He pushed his face in so close their noses brushed. “I fucking hate money. Get it?”

The tension between them dragged at Nelson, palpably, a gravitational pull that drew him toward Javier even as he wanted to wipe that fucking accusatory scowl off his face. And even though Tim was off somewhere trying to save Nelson’s kid, even still, Tim was there, in the joyless apartment, with them. It wasn’t just about Nelson and Javier. It was about Tim. Because as hard as Nelson tried, he couldn’t stay angry about Javier figuring him for a sell-out…not if Javier was only doing it to protect Tim.

“It wasn’t me.”

Javier shifted, and looked at Nelson harder. 

“Come on,” Nelson said. “Think. You know me better than that. Why would I? Seriously. Why would I?”

Javier’s shoulders sagged as the anger drained out of him, the fronts of their thighs brushed together, and the heat of his body made the tiny hairs on Nelson’s forearms stand on end. They were so close they could have kissed, but somehow a kiss couldn’t begin to encompass the relief of their sudden synchronicity, the energy that flowed between them when each met the other partway, enough to allow them to mesh.

It was Javier who leaned in, closer still, dropped his gaze to Nelson’s mouth, and whispered, “I’m sorry.”

The words rocked Nelson like a current. He was surprised Javier even knew them.

They did kiss, then. A mere brush of the lips, and still, the contact raged through Nelson, so intense that even his fingers and toes tingled. Javier drew back reluctantly, and said, “Someone turned him in. But you were the only one who knew about the site. Who else could it be? Randy?”

“He doesn’t strike me as the kind of guy—”

“You give away your trust like it’s nothing.”

“Fine, whatever—even if I’m the world’s shittiest judge of character, I’m positive Randy had zero clue that Tim’s the Voice of Reason.”

A crash startled both of them. They jumped apart, and there, in the doorway, stood Marianne. She wore a tattered leopard print coat, a pair of red sequined house slippers, and a chartreuse knit hat with a white pom-pom on top. At her sparkly feet, a tray of manna and canned peaches lay splattered where, in her shock, she’d dropped it. The scent of syrup and faux coconut filled the small room. She gaped at both of them, eyes showing whites all around, and then repeated, “Tim is the Voice of Reason?”




***




It was hopeless. Tim would dredge up the memory of exactly what Bao looked like in his mind’s eye—he’d fix on some detail, the length of his hair, the way his T-shirt hung from bony shoulders, the panic on his face with Nelson called the morgue—but when Tim actually searched for him, the only thing he saw was a bunch of Asian kids.

But he wasn’t entirely Asian. He was half-Caucasian. And that would differentiate him. It had to. Because as much as Tim felt the contagion settling in his pores and entering his body through the moisture of his eyeballs and the very air he breathed, he couldn’t exactly grab a random kid and say, “Let’s get out of here.”

“Bao,” Randy bellowed, “where are you?” He crowded out the guard who’d been flinging manna like slops and strode up the center of the aisle where the grasping arms couldn’t touch him. “Bao, c’mon, stop fucking around.”

“You’ll scare him,” Tim said, but the wailing drowned him out.

“Come on, Bobby, we’re gonna get you out of here.”

For all Tim knew, Bao was jumping up and down and waving his hand. Between the bars and the shifting shadows and the teeming mass of kids, it was impossible to say.

“Pham Duc Bao,” Tim called—he’d never been clear on the Asian equivalent of first and last names either, he realized. His voice hardly carried.

“There’s not enough room for both of you in here,” the guard said. “If you don’t find the kid—”

“Bobby,” Tim called, panicked. If they didn’t find him, they’d get thrown out after spending all day in line, and they wouldn’t get a second chance. “Bobbyyyy!” The cries of the children drowned him out.

“Okay,” the guard said, “that’s it.” He grabbed Randy by the arm and hauled him toward the door. Randy struggled. They skidded on the manna-slicked floor. The guard reached for his gun.

“Come on, Bobby!” Tim’s voice broke. “We’re taking you back to Nelson.”

Among all the crying, grasping, desperate kids straining toward the bars in hopes of getting out, as Tim spoke Nelson’s name, one child met his gaze with a glimmer of understanding in his eyes. One terrified child, pressed against the cell wall, who didn’t say a word. One child who shifted anxiously from foot to foot.

Exactly like Nelson did when he was nervous.

“Out!” the guard yelled. “Now!”

Randy yelled right back. “What’re you gonna do? Shoot me?”

“Don’t make me pull my gun!”

“Wait,” Tim hollered at the top of his lungs, “there he is. Right there.” Randy and the guard both stopped struggling and looked at Tim, who’d never realized he was capable of such loudness. He pointed again, and bellowed, “Right there.”

The guard’s expression closed down as if he might throw both of them out anyway, but Randy shoved the paperwork at him and said, “The less kids you need to deal with, the better. Right?” 

With a resigned shake of his head, the guard approached the cell, drew his gun, and pointed to Bobby. “You,” he barked, and the children’s wails ebbed. Many of them flinched into cowed silence. “Stand here.” Bobby froze. “The rest of you, get back. Against the wall.” The mass of children shifted. “Now,” the guard barked, and they clumsily sorted themselves out, mostly obeying, except for the girl on the floor in the throes of a temper tantrum to whom the other children were giving a wide berth, in case she drew more trouble to herself than she was in already, and they along with her. The guard indicated Bobby with his gun. “Now get over here.”

Bobby crept up like he couldn’t tell whether he’d be released, or shot. Once he was within range, the guard slid open the barred door only far enough to grab him by the arm and wrench him out of the cell. Now, with no bars between them, the reality that this was Nelson’s son hit home. His eyes latched on to Tim’s like he was tumbling off a cliff, and Tim was the one who’d reached out a hand and caught him by the wrist. Thoughts of bacteria and viruses and parasites fell away as Bobby flung himself at Tim and threw his arms around Tim’s waist—so incredibly fragile-feeling—and Tim wrapped his arms around Bobby’s thin shoulders, and held him—and suddenly it felt like the eye of calm in the center of a whirlpool, where some way, somehow, everything was going to turn out all right.

Until the tantrum-girl began convulsing like a goldfish that had just flipped itself out of the bowl, and an older boy used the distraction as an opportunity to make a break for it. Tim swung Bobby around, instinctively blocking danger with his own body, and the sharp shock of gunfire split the air.

Tim crushed Bobby against his chest and turned back to look, but before he could see what was happening, there were hands on him. Randy. Dragging him toward the exit—and Bao too, since Tim was holding him so tightly it hurt, and had no intention of letting him go.

“Who’d he shoot?” Tim yelled—which was useless, he realized, because how could Randy tell him? It wasn’t as if they knew anyone. Though did it matter? These were children.

But Randy was big and strong, and when he hauled on Tim’s arm, Tim had no choice but to be dragged along with him, through the gauntlet of wailing, grasping children, and out the door.

It seemed as if someone else would challenge them, but nobody did. Staff was stretched to capacity, and the ones who were there looked like they hadn’t slept in days. Once or twice a guard would do a double-take at Bobby—looking him in the forehead for signs of a black-marker cross, Tim thought, though he couldn’t say for sure—but Tim held his paperwork out in front of them like a shield, and once they’d climbed stairs, and stairs, and stairs, they found themselves, in a very sudden and surreal manner, outside on Centre Street.

Free.

They found the truck. The car in front of it had gotten its windshield smashed in while they were in The Tombs, but the truck was intact, too old and battered to be worth vandalizing. “Okay,” Tim told Bobby, who’d managed to stumble all the way there with his arms tight around Tim’s ribcage. “I’m taking you to Nelson.”

Bobby clung.

“But first I need to…uh…pee.”

“So pee,” Bobby whispered. He let go long enough to allow Tim to take a furtive leak behind one of the balding tires, then glommed on to him again the moment he zipped back up. 

Tim tried to pull away, and Bobby squeezed harder. He finally decided resistance was futile, gave Bobby a pat on the back, dug his keys out of his pocket and flipped them toward Randy. “You drive.”

“Me?”

“You know how, don’t you?”

“Well, yeah, but….”

“It’s an automatic.”

“How about I take Bobby, and you—”

Tim climbed into the passenger seat and Bobby scrambled onto his lap and buried his face in Tim’s shoulder. Bobby was far too old to fit on Tim’s lap. It didn’t matter. They made themselves fit. Randy watched as if he might attempt to bribe Bobby into letting him take Tim’s place, but Bobby had clearly bonded, so there was nothing for Randy to do but climb into the driver’s seat and start the truck.

Bobby didn’t cry…but he was shaking. Hard. “It’s okay,” Tim said into his hair, which smelled like The Tombs. “It’ll be okay.” It was a lie. His grandmother was dead and his mother probably was, too. But at least he was out of that hellhole.

Once his ex made that parting remark about wanting a child of his own, Tim had decided he wasn’t a kid-person. Now, though, every time he closed his eyes, he saw children—strapped to the wall with plus-signs scrawled on their foreheads, or scrabbling on the dirty floor for manna. It was like having a nightmare. Only Tim was pretty damn sure he was awake.

“You can’t turn there,” he told Randy distractedly. “One way.”

The truck jerked as Randy tried to blend in to traffic, which was making its own lanes as the other drivers went around him. “Sonofa…if you’re not gonna drive, at least navigate. I usually cab it.” 

“You need to be more assertive.”

“Fuck you. How’s that for assertive?” The driver behind them laid on their horn. “Fuck you, too!”

Randy hit a pothole, and Bobby’s jaw smacked into Tim’s collarbone. His teeth clattered. “C’mon,” Tim said to Bobby, “don’t you want to see where we’re going? It’s okay.”

“Yeah, right,” Randy muttered.

“Look, there’s…how did we end up heading south? We need to go west. Why are you going toward Times Square?”

“Because everything’s one way and my navigator sucks, that’s why.”

Tim scanned the next intersection as Bobby reluctantly turned around in his lap, all knees and elbows, to take a look. Traffic slowed. “Okay, you need to get over to the right. There. No—Randy—right there.”

“I can’t get—”

“Be assertive.”

“Go. Screw. Yourself.”

“Get into the right lane. If we end up on Broadway we’ll be there forever.”

“There’s a car there.”

“Look at that gap—you could have gone.”

“Nelson,” Bobby said. Quietly, but it startled Tim, who hadn’t expected him to say anything at all.

“Yeah, that’s right, we’re taking you to Nelson. Just as soon as we get—” Another small gap in traffic. “Randy, there. There.”

“Up there,” Bobby said urgently, and Tim initially thought he was pitching in to give Randy still more directions he wasn’t going to follow. But then Bobby elbowed Tim hard, and pointed even harder. “Look.”

Tim followed Bobby’s pointing finger to the Jumbotron, where pedestrians had formed a crowd at the foot of the tall, wedge-shaped building, blocking the road. A man who did look a heck of a lot like clean-cut version of Nelson filled the seven-story screen, while the “live” graphic flashed in one corner and the slick, animated Manhattan Minute logo swooshed and sparkled in the opposite corner. Tim almost remarked on the resemblance and then went back to trying to get Randy out of the jam—almost—but then the words scrolling by on the news ticker caught his eye.

…licant, claims tainted food supply to blame for cannibal childr…

“Oh my God—that is Nelson!”


Chapter 31




Marianne paced to the door, which had a small window of reinforced glass set at eye-level, and stood on tiptoe to peer out into the hall. Javier watched. She paced to the coat rack, back to the door, sighed, crossed and uncrossed her arms, and finally said, “Why’d they put us in a storage closet? Shouldn’t we be in the green room? Drinking expensive mineral water? Meeting celebrities and eating snacks?”

“I don’t know why.”

“I thought you knew this producer guy, whatsisface, Isaac.” Marianne turned. She’d stuffed the knit hat in her pocket, but even so, she should have looked ridiculous in the leopard print coat and the sequined slippers. She didn’t, though. She looked shrewd. “Did you know him-know him? In the intimate sense?”

Of course he did. Once he’d moved to New York, he’d wasted no time familiarizing himself with the predilections and kinks of every gay anchor, reporter and producer he could hook up with. What better way to network? But since he’d never pressured Marianne for any details about her unborn child’s absent father, he saw no need to confirm or deny her speculations about his own sex life.

And now, with his ruined face, those days of “networking” were far behind him, anyway.

“So how come he sent an intern to greet us at the door—and hide us in this closet?”

“He was probably in a meeting.” Maybe. “That’s all they do, all day long. Talk.”

“Where did they take Nelson?”

“To meet with the other producers, and then, assuming he can convince them he knows what he’s talking about, to makeup.”

“He’s been gone a really long time.”

“You’d be surprised how many hurdles you need to jump to get a story on the air.” A story that accused a major, multinational corporation of tinkering with the food supply, anyway. No doubt a smear piece on a pop star or a liberal politician would have been fast tracked on a right-wing show like Manhattan Minute.

Javier would have preferred any other show to this one…but Isaac had been the only producer to take his call. Javier didn’t bring up the hospital in Israel. Isaac didn’t either. Still, it hung heavily between them. So much so that Javier was surprised when Isaac invited him to come on down to the studio—and bring his scientist with him. People would talk—seeing Isaac and Javier together after everything that had happened. Although it wasn’t as if they didn’t already know about the shell in Gaza. The news media clique was nothing if not well-informed.

“So, about Tim,” Marianne said, and Javier was glad to focus on something other than the man he used to be. “He really is…who you said he is?”

“That’s the only reason I met him. I’d exhausted any other contacts who might want to work on the Canaan Products story, even with that recording, so I decided to check out some bloggers. Tim and I…clicked.”

“If I’d known…geez. I probably said some really dumb things.”

“Nothing bad. You might have made him blush a time or two.”

“I went on and on. And then Randy, goading me on about it.” She looked through the window into the hall again. “I hope they’re okay.”

Javier hoped so too.

Marianne wrapped her arms around herself for a moment, and then said, “If we were in the green room, I bet there’d be someplace to pee.”

“Is the door locked? I’m sure there’s a restroom nearby.”

Marianne tried the door. It opened. “I don’t want to get us in trouble.”

“If you need to go, you need to go.”

Marianne slipped into the hall, while Javier leaned back in his folding chair, crossed his arms, and closed his eyes. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d slept. Even so, running on his last reserves, there was an aliveness to the past few days he’d thought he had experienced so many other times…the tang of another man’s tongue sliding into his mouth for the first time. The moment he stepped off the plane in LaGuardia. The dull thunk of his passport getting stamped in Palestine….

He thought he’d been alive in those moments. But it was a pale imitation of a life, screened by a mask of arrogance and privilege. The way Javier felt at that very moment: taut and exposed, and strikingly authentic. This must be what it was like to live.

“Javier?”

He opened his eyes. Marianne had poked her head into the room. That seemed awfully fast. Had he drifted off? Or was the restroom right across the hall?

“Come quick.” Marianne disappeared from the doorway in a flurry of leopard spots. Immediately, aliveness hummed through Javier’s veins as he leapt up to follow. Marianne was at the end of the hall when he got through the doorway. She gestured impatiently for him to hurry, then disappeared around the corner.

Behind-the-scenes newsroom sounds carried down the hall. Phones rang. Interns chatted. An editor barked orders. But Javier had been tucked away in a quiet corner, and the desks and kiosks they passed were empty. Most of the computers were dark, as if the employees who spent their time at those desks had decided it wasn’t worth braving the riots to come to work. But a few of them had screen-savers running. And the monitor that Marianne stopped and pointed to was actually on—and it was streaming a live broadcast.

Nelson’s face filled the monitor.

“He’s on air?” Javier said—and immediately sensed that something was wrong. It was Javier’s story. He should have been in the green room, or the newsroom, or the studio. Not a coat closet.

The sound was low, but it didn’t matter. It was the video that struck Javier as being subtly off-kilter.

Yes, lighting for video did tend to be harsh, but the lights on Nelson were angled directly in his eyes—and they’d been pushed so close that a sheen of sweat glistened on his forehead. He looked both pasty and damp at the same time. He squinted harder as the anchor asked him a question. His eye twitched. The words Nelson Oliver, rejected Canaan Products job applicant, claims tainted food supply to blame for cannibal children. 

“It should be Dr. Oliver,” Marianne said. “Or Nelson Oliver, PhD. Or Food Science Specialist. Why are they calling him ‘rejected job applicant’?”

Why? Because it created such compelling spin. Javier’s stomach sank. Discredit Nelson, paint him as the untrustworthy, ridiculous, Leftist crackpot out to scam some money from “the system,” and Canaan Products would take the role as the martyr who, after all, sends boatloads of plain, nutritious manna to developing third-world nations, and who donates generously to various small and nonthreatening local charities. A still, calm portion of Javier’s brain saw exactly how this “reporting” would take place, while the rest of him decided that maybe he did want to see Isaac face to face, after all. Immediately.

He strode toward the newsroom. People stared. Of course they stared. They always stared; he had an eye patch. They stared, but none of them comprehended…none but the intern, a gangly boy barely out of his teens, who jumped out of his seat, but thought twice of it before he moved to intercept Javier.

Javier scanned the room for Isaac’s hair, an unmanageable tangle of curls that stood out from a crowd. He wasn’t there. Or maybe he’d cut it. Or maybe Javier was remembering him wrong…though that was doubtful. Javier scanned again, missing his full eyesight in the utilitarian way he did when he was feeling too practical to stop and be maudlin. But then, on the second pass, he saw the familiar silhouette of Isaac’s hair in the windowed wall of the gallery.

The control room door was unlocked, and despite the elaborate soundproofing, it banged open with a very satisfying crash. Engineers, technicians and producers flinched away from the door, but they held their stations. They were live, after all. Dozens of monitors lit the room in a retro cathode-ray glow, most showing Nelson, waxy-skinned, with a strand of long hair now slipped from his ponytail, and the rest showing the anchor, or stills from the riot, or stock footage of a manna production plant. “Javier,” Isaac said with forced cheer. “It looks like your wound healed well—”

“What are you doing?” Javier snapped.

“C…camera one,” a director said, and the engineer switched.

Isaac looked as if he might be tempted to deny the smear they were in the midst of perpetrating, live, on-air. But they knew each other well enough that neither assumed the other was stupid. “It’s a great story. This guy is great.”

Javier backed Isaac into a wall and made a lunge for him, and Isaac’s blitheness evaporated as he flinched away. Javier wasn’t aiming to strike him, though. He snatched the headset off Isaac’s head, pulling out a few curly hairs in the process, and put it on himself.

He heard the news anchor’s voice as her face appeared on the switcher monitor, blonde, composed, and properly-lit. “If we were to test the manna, we’d find it laced with hormones?”

Nelson sighed, almost a groan, as if the question were profoundly stupid. “That’s not what I said at all. There is a hydrogen-carbon chain that’s been introduced to the manna that prevents the uptake of leptin in the receptors—”

“Teleprompter,” the director said, “Hydrogen in water.”

“Hydrogen,” the anchor said, “which is also found in water, correct? H2O. That’s the formula for water. So you’re saying there’s water in the manna?”

The switcher was focused on the anchor, who had her “I’m just trying to understand” act down pat. Nelson, on the other monitors, though not visible to the viewing public, was working his mouth as if he’d not only fallen for her affected ignorance—he was choking on it.

“Stock three,” the director said, and a shot of glistening off-white bricks of manna rolling down a conveyor belt through a mist of water appeared on the switcher monitor.

“The hydrogen-carbon chain is not water,” Nelson said. “And leptin is the hormone that controls app—”

“Aren’t we carbon-based?” The switcher monitor went split screen, at the order of the director, to Nelson and the anchor. He was a wreck. She looked completely sincere. “Isn’t that what they scan for in the science fiction movies?” she said. “Carbon-based life forms?”

Javier searched Isaac’s face in dismay. “This thing with the manna is really happening. This is true. Why are you making a farce of it?”

“Oh, come on.” Isaac reached for his headphones, and pulled them off Javier’s ears. He tilted his head to one side and looked into Javier’s uncovered eye with a mixture of empathy and pity. “This is Manhattan Minute. You know it’s the party line around here to cater to big business. If this tainted manna story is accurate, it’ll shake out in the end. But right now we need to compete with the exclusive footage of the riot ABC’s been running every quarter-hour.”

The director said, “There goes the eye-twitch again. Pan up so it’s centered.”

“Think about it,” Isaac said. “This could be big for you, too. Sure, your on-camera days are through. But I can do better for you than that fact-checker gig at the Daily.”

Javier leaned in closer. “You’re making a fool of him.”

“It’s nothing personal.”

“Since when does the truth matter so little to you? Can they really pay you enough to make you throw away your scruples—”

“That, coming from you, after you ditched your wife and kid in Costa Rica—”

“How dare you? I didn’t ‘ditch’ them. I’m divorced. It happens.”

“I’m just saying, there isn’t a halo floating above either of our heads.”

The switcher focused on Nelson, and now the sweat on his upper lip had formed distinct, glistening beads. He looked like a junkie. Javier lowered his voice and said to Isaac, “But don’t you believe in anything? Don’t you even want to try to do what’s right?”

“Grow up, Javier. Everyone wants their fifteen minutes of fame, whether it’s flattering or not. He’ll bounce back.”

“That ‘rejected applicant’ business—”

“Hey, it’s what he told our producers, that he was at that employment event looking for work. And now some grass-roots consumer protection group will probably scoop him right up. It might sting right this minute, but in the long haul, this will probably be one of the best things that’s ever happened to him.”

Maybe that would turn out to be true, maybe not, but this idea that Isaac was actually doing Nelson a favor was just the fairy tale Isaac was telling himself. Why? So he could sleep at night after he cashed his Manhattan Minute paycheck. Javier wasn’t sure why he felt compelled to find a kernel of decency in Isaac. Maybe the thought of a decent man leaving him in his time of direst need—because he deserved no better—was the fairy tale Javier had been telling himself. Maybe, in reality, Isaac had abandoned him outside Gaza with shrapnel in his face simply because Isaac had no conscience.

“Tell me,” Javier said. “You’ve spoken to Nelson. You get that he’s onto something. Knowing what you know now, would you willingly eat Canaan Products manna yourself?”

“I never touch the stuff anyway. It’s cheap.”

“Besides, you prefer the flavor of Park Avenue.” The memory of Isaac tonguing a smear of Bittersweet Macadamia Mocha from his chest made Javier’s gorge rise.

“So?”

Javier glared at Isaac—and maybe it had felt more satisfying to stare someone down with two eyes, but in this instance, the discomfort his one-eyed glare caused was palpable—and entirely well-deserved. He let Isaac squirm for a long, extended pause, then said, “Since we last saw each other, you’ve put on a double chin.” He took a step back, and for his parting shot, said, “Where do you think Park Avenue manna is made?”

He turned. Marianne stood in the control room doorway, watching and waiting, saying nothing. A single ally, a single decent person, amid everyone who’d sold their souls to the conservative media. Javier wanted to throw his arms around her and bury his face in her hair. But he wasn’t about to indulge himself in a show of weakness—especially not in front of Isaac. He adjusted his stride so Marianne could fall into step beside him without needing to scurry, and he marched out of the control room without looking back.

Nelson’s segment had almost wrapped. Nobody stopped Javier and Marianne as they made their way toward the studio floor. As they passed the dressing rooms, they saw a man in a workman’s uniform having his hair styled while a producer said, “…and that’s the main reason the phones stayed down so long? Because repair crew couldn’t get through the rioting?”

“It’s possible,” he said noncommittally. “There should have been someone on call, but maybe they were stuck behind one of those barriers….” 

Sure.

They kept walking until they neared the edge of the news set, and stopped behind at a strip of yellow and black tape on the floor. Marianne whispered, “You have a child?”

“A daughter. Sofia. She’s almost seven.”

A pause, and then, “You must miss her a lot.”

“More than you can imagine.”

The anchor thanked Nelson for sharing his “interesting theory” with a subtle hint of condescension, and they cut to a commercial. A tech unhooked Nelson’s microphone as Nelson mopped his brow with the sleeve of his borrowed blazer. He left a smear of pasty, oily pancake makeup on it.

He wove slightly as he walked toward Javier and Marianne. “Man, I’m glad that’s over. It’s so hot in here.”

A slightly nervous intern told them to clear the set. He kept a careful distance from Javier—who wondered if he’d now have a reputation in the industry for being dangerous. 

Maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad thing.

They filed out into the hallway and Nelson loosened his tie, stripped off his coat, and ran his hand through his hair, most of which had fallen out of the loose ponytail—which had been tight before he’d made his way to makeup. “Can you believe how dumb that newslady was? Like I’d be announcing this big, crazy theory that Manna’s made of water? And she kept interrupting me, too. It was like, I kept losing my train of thought.” He stopped at a water fountain and drank deeply, then cupped some water in his palm and splashed it on his face, and raked it through his hair with his damp fingers. He sighed, turned to Javier, and said, “I don’t think it went very well.”

Javier reached out and cupped Nelson’s jaw, looked deep into his eyes, and said, “You were wonderful.”


Chapter 32




“But you have to let us see him,” Tim said. “We’re family.” Even as the words came out of his mouth, he realized what a dumb choice of words they were. No one looked anything like Nelson. Especially his actual son. “Well…Bao is. And he was in that explosion in Chinatown—”

“I don’t care who you are,” the guard said. He looked a lot better-rested than the wardens at The Tombs, and although there was no gun at his hip, a flashlight that looked like it could do some serious damage hung from his belt. “If you don’t have a Manhattan Minute pass, you don’t get in. Period.”

“At least tell us if he’ll be coming out this door,” Randy said.

The guard glared at him—at all of them—but then he said, “It’s the only way in or out of the building other than the fire exits.”

Was that supposed to be a yes? Or was it a hint that maybe Nelson would slip out the back? Because the news crews that had gathered around the building’s entrance looked like they’d scented blood.

“Maybe we should wait in the truck,” Tim told Randy. He didn’t like the look of the crowd. Yes, it was mostly comprised of reporters and camera crews and their expensive equipment, but the memory of cars getting toppled on Astor was fresh in his mind.

They were working their way past a cable TV truck and a group of construction workers that was watching the crowd grow outside the station when somebody yelled, “Tim? Tim Foster? Hey, Tim! Over here!”

“You might want to tell that loudmouth to stop yelling your name and waving at you,” Randy said, “given the little social call we got at the trailer yesterday from the boys in blue.”

Tim spotted a lesbian activist named Joni he’d met at a recent AIDS-walk, waving at him from beside the National Public Radio van. Joni had a crew cut that might have looked interesting—on someone with a smaller nose. “Tim?” she repeated.

He waved sheepishly. Joni gestured for them to join her—not just her, but a ragtag group of LGBT neo-hippies and activists Tim recognized by face, if not by name.

“We might as well go over there,” Randy said. “They have a pretty good view of the door. Besides, she’s gonna keep yelling your damn name if you don’t.”

Joni enjoyed looking important in big groups, Tim saw, so she was thrilled to increase her small faction by three with the addition of Tim, Randy and Bobby. Plus Bobby was a minority—bonus. She thrust out her hand and gave Tim a painfully firm handshake, and then cut her eyes toward the Manhattan Minute studio and said, “Did you get a look at the broadcast?”

“Just for a sec—”

“They’re creaming that poor guy in the hotseat. D’you think he knows what he’s talking about? He sounds like he might be pretty smart. If he could get a word in edgewise.” She turned toward a pale guy with blotchy skin, a tribal tattoo on his neck, and massive wooden stretcher plugs in his earlobes. He was sitting on a bike rack with a netbook perched on his knees. “What was it he said was affected by the reformulation? Leptin? Look that up.”

“I thought you wanted to know why the phones went down.”

“That, too. But after you look up this leptin thing.”

Stretcher plug guy typed with two fingers, hunting and pecking, clucked his tongue, hit backspace several times, and said, “How’s that spelled?”

“Probably just like it sounds,” Joni told him. “So, Tim, what’s Phil up to lately? ’Cos he told me he could help me figure out how to get out of jury duty. Not that I don’t think it’s important to serve on a jury if you get picked, but it’d take me like an hour to get there on the C Train, and then most of the time in civil court, once they pick the jury, the whole thing ends up being settled before it goes to trial anyway….”

“I haven’t talked to him.” That wasn’t exactly true, of course. Phil had emailed him only yesterday. The ass.

“Really? I thought you and Phil lived together.”

“No. Not anymore.”

“Oh.” Joni stared at Tim awkwardly. “Sorry. That’s too bad.” She turned back to the stretcher plug guy and said, “Did you find anything yet?”

Tim watched him trying to type, and while he could commiserate with the netbook keys being impossibly small, it looked like the guy’s spelling skills probably weren’t helping anything. “How are you even online?” Tim asked them.

Joni pointed over her shoulder with her thumb at the National Public Radio van. “NPR’s on 4G and they’re letting us network to one of their laptops.”

That seemed awfully generous of them. “Really?”

“Theresa interned there last summer.”

Tim wasn’t sure which one of them was Theresa…but it sounded like something someone in his social circle would have done. He sat down on the bike rack next to the stretcher plug guy with Bobby clinging to his opposite arm and said, “I think I can spell leptin. Can I see?”

The guy shrugged and passed over his netbook, and said, “I guess. I gotta go scope out the porta-potties anyway. The line was a mile long.” 

Once the guy left in search of a toilet and Joni was busy wondering about leptin to the NPR sound man, Tim gave Bobby a reassuring pat on the knee, set his fingers on the keyboard, gathered his thoughts, and said, “Randy, you know the photo you took…back when we picked up Bobby?”

“Yeah?”

“Shoot it over to my email.”

Randy pulled out his phone and began keying with his thumb as Tim dictated one of his dozen email addresses. “You gonna send it to someone?” Randy suggested. “Like that person who sent you the video of the riot?”

“Would I have your permission to do that?”

“Why wouldn’t you?”

“It’s your image. It belongs to you.” Did Tim even dare say what he was thinking? “You could sell it.”

Randy looked up, first at the NPR truck, which was showing signs of rust around the wheel well, and then at the lavish marble façade of the Manhattan Minute building. Tim regretted saying anything. Yes, Randy could sell it—for a pittance to someone who’d do right by it, or for a fortune, to someone who’d bury it. Tim could have done what most of the bloggers he knew would have done—posted first, asked questions later. After all, he could have argued that permission was implicit in the forwarding of the photo. A jury might buy that. If Randy chose to sue him…what difference would it make? The Voice of Reason could already be sued for libel, which would have scared Tim just a week ago. But his biggest concern was getting caught for hacking into Canaan Products’ mainframe. There’d be a prison sentence attached to that bit of snooping…and now that Tim had seen The Tombs, he had no illusions that he’d survive a single day in the clink.

Copyright infringement? Not particularly terrifying. Maybe Tim should have taken that chance and dealt with the consequences later. Especially since Randy was thinking about it so hard, it looked as if he might reconsider. 

“If I sold it,” he said, weighing each word carefully, “it could end up sitting on someone’s desk for days. But maybe your friend, the one who sent you the riot video…maybe they have an in with someone like that conspiracy guy that Marianne’s all jizzy over.”

“The…Voice of Reason?”

“Whatever. Whoever it is that posts this stuff where everyone can see it. That’s what I want. That’s why I took it.” He stared down at his phone, and swallowed several times, like he was fighting the urge to vomit, or maybe weep. “Because the more people who see it, the more people who know about it, who believe it…the less likely I am to try and convince myself it didn’t happen.” Tim’s email dinged. One attachment. A jpg. “Once everyone knows it happened, then it’ll be real. Then I’ll know I’m not crazy.”

Tim logged into his site’s control panel, FTPed the photo to the image folder, then pulled up a text editor to link the new image to the front page, right above the old one where a woman was waving a tagboard sign that read Child Killer.

And while the photo, dark and grainy as it was, would have a certain artistic resonance if Tim posted it with no explanation and simply let people create a buzz—there was no time to let its significance percolate through the layers of online posturing, discussion and debate. Tim typed the current date, and a caption below it: Manhattan Detention Center—Children crazed with hunger, in restraint. Melodramatic? Completely. It sounded more like a trailer for a B-movie than a news item. But Tim had been there—seen it, heard it…smelled it. And he didn’t care if his damn caption was impartial or not.

He hit “upload.”

In the B-movie of Tim’s imagination, something big would have happened as his finger pressed the enter key. A camera sweep—with dramatic music, and maybe a closeup. But instead, Bobby wiped his nose on his sleeve, some of the LGBT activists snickered at a joke one of them had made, and a plastic bag blew through the crowd, caught on a cameraman’s rig for a moment, fluttered, and blew away.

Since even the queer activist crowd didn’t know Tim was the Voice of Reason, he erased the browser’s history and cleared the cookies before he took a deep breath and pulled up the site live, online. “Hey, Joni?” he called. “Come take a look at this.”




***




“Did a pair of sunglasses happen to come with that groovy outfit?” Nelson asked Marianne as they walked past the guard station in the lobby toward the revolving doors, all brass and glass and glare. “Cos it’s bright enough out there to give me a nosebleed.”

“Nothing in the pockets but one of those little packs of tissues and a starlight mint.”

“I’d take the mint.”

“It’s probably older than you are.”

“Anything to distract me from the feeling of my head splitting open like a pistachio…” which Marianne had probably never seen. Nelson knew it was bad when he started making uber-geeky food science references. “Never mind.”

Javier caught Nelson by the sleeve, and said, “Wait.” They all stopped. “Something’s going on outside.”

“I’ll have to trust you on that. All I see is sunlight bouncing off chrome.”

“You’re right,” Marianne said. “It was crowded outside when we got here, but now everyone’s facing the building.” She looked at Javier. “You don’t think they’re here for us. Do you?”

“We’re the only ones willing to stand up to Canaan Products.”

Nelson took a few steps forward and squinted out through the glass, but the bright white glare outside washed out any detail that would hint at what was going on. “Don’t be drama queens. That interview in there bombed. You know it, and I know it. And anyone who saw it probably thinks I’m jonesing to get home to my tinfoil hat. It’s crowded outside because it’s Manhattan, and three million people live here.”

Javier caught him by the elbow again and squeezed. “If a reporter tries to talk to you, don’t say anything. Don’t let them bait you. You need time to regroup, and if they don’t have any choice, they’ll wait. We can prepare a stateme—”

A radio squall. Behind them, the guard’s two-way sparked to life. “Yeah, Frank, the cops are on line three. Did anyone named Tim Foster sign in at your desk?”

 Javier’s fingers dug into Nelson’s arm. Hard.

The guard paged through his clipboard. “Nope.”

“Buzz me if he does. They say he’s here somewhere. We’re supposed to detain him.”

“Dangerous?”

“They didn’t say.”

The guard shook his head. “Will do.”

“Holy crap,” Nelson whispered, “what’re we gonna—” and Marianne took off at a run, clomping and skidding across the polished marble floor in her red sequined slippers. 

“Marianne,” Javier barked, but she ignored him and flung herself out through the revolving door. He glanced at Nelson—who realized he shouldn’t have found it amusing, not at all. Still, he couldn’t help but smile as he cocked his head toward the blinding glare of the entryway, and together, they made a dash for it.

Nelson had a sense of people—lots of people, jockeying for position, yelling things that all blended together—but all he saw was bright white light. “Stairs,” Javier said—and Nelson might have thought something about the blind leading the blind—only the cliché jar had been blown to bits…and besides, Javier saw plenty.

“…can you explain about leptin…?”

“…what proof do you have on this formula…?”

“…when did the reformulation take place…?”

“Give me your card,” Javier said, “and he’ll call you when he has a statement.”

“Doctor Oliver?” 

Doctor? No one ever called Nelson “Doctor” in person. On the phone, looking for some hole in his résumé so they could reject his job application? Maybe. But not once they’d taken a look at him in all his rough-edged, longhaired glory. Even the Manhattan Minute bimbo hadn’t called him “Doctor.” This reporter had done her homework. “Is there a cure?”

Although Javier was attempting to drag him down the stairs, Nelson paused and squinted in the direction of the question. He didn’t watch the news as a rule, but he recognized the reporter who’d called him “Doctor,” a striking black woman with the cool, composed attitude of a pro…plus her microphone had an ABC logo on it. Nelson paused, and said, “Stop eating manna.”

The reporters went silent for the space of a breath, and then it was pandemonium. Pushing, shoving, shouting. Nelson did his best to block out the commotion along with the searing brightness of the sun, and focus in on the reporter’s calm face.

“Just until it’s tested,” he said. “Just until you can figure out where it’s been made. Most manna’s still fine to eat—and it’ll have manufacturing information stamped on the packaging. But Canaan Products ships the base ingredients for other brands, like Park Avenue, so you’ll need to sort out where the manna came from before you can say it hasn’t been reformulated. The stuff in your cupboard, especially. Just toss it all out. They’ve been trying to pull it from the shelves, but you don’t want to take a chance that you get an older batch.”

“What are the specific dates?”

“I have no idea. But a good rule of thumb—if you’ve had a sudden, unexplained weight gain,” or if your kid was trying to consume you, “then chances are, your usual brand is no good, and you need to lay off the manna.”

The reporter said, “Then what should people eat?” and tilted her mike toward Nelson again.

“Anything high in protein and fat should help ameliorate the hunger until your hormones even out again.” Even the clever reporter looked blank in response to that explanation, and no wonder. It ranked up there with the pistachio joke in terms of obscurity. “Anything made with dairy or eggs. Nuts. Peanut butter.”

“That would cost a fortune,” one of the reporters deep in the group called out.

“Then some of the soy manna-alternatives should work. And if you can’t afford that—even the pre-packaged veg mixes will be better than nothing. They’re mostly water and fiber, but at least they’ll fill you up while your leptin receptors recover.”

Someone pushed into Nelson’s side as he got the final words out and shoved a Fox News microphone in his face. “How long have you been trying to get a job at Canaan Products, and how many times have you been rejected?”

“That’s it,” Javier snapped. “This interview is over.” And when it seemed as if the reporters and the cameramen would physically prevent them from leaving, he gave one of them a good shove, and another a searing, one-eyed glare, and grudgingly, the media stepped aside and let Nelson and Javier make their way down the marble stairs—albeit through a gauntlet of insulting questions.

“Did you see,” Nelson said in Javier’s ear. “That was ABC.”

“That was live,” Javier said. Oh yes, he saw plenty. “You’re lucky it was Melinda Jackson and not Rob Hewitt.”

“I know I went against orders, Sir, but come on. I couldn’t just say nothing.”

“Shut up,” Javier said affectionately. He slid his arm around Nelson’s waist and shoved through a tenacious group of newspaper reporters with his shoulder. “There’s Marianne—I see her hair. And that ridiculous coat. And…Tim.”

Tim? Nelson gave Javier a shove of his own. “Then get a move on.”

His eyes began to grudgingly adjust to the light as they shoved and hustled, and the farther away from the forefront of the reporters they got, the dicier the credentials became—and the more willing Javier was to smack someone with an elbow or stomp on their foot to make some room. No doubt Nelson would find a fresh crop of bruises on himself—it was almost as bad as the riot—or maybe he could entice Javier and Tim into taking a look, too. Tim—there he was, towering above the mega-political-looking dykes all around him, face lighting up as he caught Nelson’s eye. Almost there now, just a few more ranks of reporters to push through. Closer still, and yes, there was Marianne in that funky old coat. One more row of guys with digital recorders, and there was Tim, opening his arms wide…

…and gesturing, beside him, to Bobby.

Nelson broke away from Javier and rushed to gather Bobby in his arms. The kid smelled like smoke and B.O. and vomit—and who cared? Nelson squeezed him hard enough to lift him off the ground, and swung him around and around until he fell into someone—Randy—laughing and crying and saying his boy’s name, over and over, as if it was impossible to comprehend he was really, truly here.

“I love you, kiddo,” Nelson said as he pressed kisses into Bobby’s reeking hair. “I love you so much.”

“Can’t…breathe…” Bobby said.

Nelson laughed, and eased up on the squeezing. Slightly.

He was so giddy with relief to have his son in his arms, he didn’t notice the security guards closing in until one of them jammed a bullhorn in his face, and out thundered the words that nearly split his head in two: “Which one of you is Tim Foster?”


Chapter 33




It was amazing, really, how quickly elation could turn to horror. One moment, Tim was watching Nelson whirling Bobby around, and he was bursting with pride—pride that he’d done that, him, the guy who’d thought he could only make a difference through pixels and bandwidth, but instead he’d delved into the belly of the beast, and come out the hero.

The next moment, Tim thought he might wet his pants—because they’d been onto him from the moment he hit the “upload” button—and now he was completely, and utterly, screwed.

One of the security guards shoved Tim out of the way, raised the bullhorn to his mouth, and shouted at the NPR van, “Where is Tim Foster?” The van. Somehow, the 4G connection had been traced. And fast. Tim closed the netbook and slid it into a trash can. He scanned the crowd. It was thinning all around them as news crews backed up and trained their cameras on the security guards in case the situation turned newsworthy. Maybe he could slip away. There—a path was opening up. If he was casual about it, security might never notice one guy in the crowd walking the opposite way.

And then they converged on Joni and the NPR sound engineer she’d been networking with.

Tim’s heart sank.

The guard lowered his bullhorn. His eyes darted nervously as he shouted over the crowd noise, “Tim Foster. Which one is he?”

Without missing a beat, without so much as glancing in Tim’s direction, Joni said, “Who?”

“Tim Foster.”

She shrugged. “I don’t know anyone by that name.”

Gratitude surged through Tim. He’d never think that Joni had a big nose again. As far as he was concerned, her nose was perfect. All noses were perfect. On everyone. Everywhere.

“I need to see some I.D.,” the other guard, an older guy with graying stubble, told the sound tech. The tech shrugged, unclipped a press pass from the hem of his shirt, and held it up for the guard to read. 

An NPR reporter climbed out of the van and said, “What’s this all about?” but since she was female, the guards ignored her. They sized up the crowd, then the nervous one pointed to the guy with the wooden stretcher plugs, who’d just returned from the port-a-potty. “You.” And to Randy. “You. All of you in that group. Get over here.”

Tim backed up a few steps, and the guard looked him in the eye and said, “You, too.” He flanked them, with one hand on his pepper spray, and said, “Look, let’s not make this any harder than it needs to be. Get your I.D. out and—”

“I’ll do no such thing,” Javier argued, and Randy, who’d been reaching for his wallet, changed his mind and planted his hands on his hips.

“We can do this the easy way,” the older guard said, “or the hard way. We check your I.D.s, or we just hold all of you until the cops get here.”

 “Hold us?” Javier demanded, “on what grounds?” If it were just the older guard Javier was talking to, Tim wouldn’t have been concerned. “This street is public property. You have no authority here.” That guard looked like he could deal with a rash of vandalism, a bomb threat and a missing baby—all before breakfast—without even breaking a sweat. 

But the guard with the bullhorn might decide his pepper spray needed a little target practice. 

Tim marshaled his courage, took a deep breath and said, “I’m—” just as Randy hollered, “Hey, dickhead, over here. Chill the fuck out. I’m Tim Foster.”

Everyone turned to face Randy, who held up his empty hands as if to dare someone to pull a weapon on him, unarmed, in front of a dozen cameras. The guards converged on Randy, and the calm one said, “Okay, bigmouth. Come with us.”

They each took one of his elbows and began leading him toward the Manhattan Minute studio, when Marianne pulled on a bizarre lime green hat with a pom-pom on top, darted out in front of them, and shrieked, “He’s not Tim Foster…I am.”

Both of the guards stopped, and stared.

Marianne stared right back at them and said, “Oh, that’s me, all right. It’s my pen name. Tim Foster.” She crossed her arms, threw her shoulders back, and said, “I’m the Voice of Reason.”

The guards looked at each other and shook their heads. The older guard rolled his eyes and said, “All right, all of you. Get inside.” 

He caught Marianne by the upper arm, and she started to struggle. “Don’t you dare touch me.”

“Look, lady, calm down.”

“I’ll sue you! I will! You can’t push me around like that! I have a medical condition! I’m pregnant.”

The guards locked eyes, and the nervous one said, “Why do all the wackos show up on my shift?”

“Just put her in the green room with the other crazy chick. Maybe they’re from the same planet.”

“I’m Tim Foster,” Randy said reasonably. “Not her. That’s my blog. Check and see. I just posted a picture of a bunch of bloody kids tied up in The Tombs.”

“Right. You’re coming with us.” The older guard scanned the crowd and said, “Anyone else here go by the name of Tim Foster?”

Tim could still try to slip away—but what good would it do? If the cops were looking for him, no doubt they were monitoring his apartment. Why give them any reason to come in and seize all his equipment? Besides, the most incriminating things he owned—his netbook, and all his printouts—were stashed in the truck. The truck would be better off where it was now, parked on a side street between a pair of SUVs. “I’m Tim Foster,” he said—and his own name sounded strange as it left his mouth.

The twitchy guard nudged him into place alongside Marianne, and said, “Come on, Spartacus. Join the party.”

The stretcher plug guy grabbed Tim as he was being herded into place, and said, “What happened to my—” but then he thought better of retrieving his netbook, and mumbled, “never mind.” The guards both looked at him, and he said, “I’m not Tim Foster.”

They didn’t let him walk away until they’d checked his identification. “Anyone else?” the nervous guard called out. Javier met Tim’s eyes, and Tim shook his head, telling him not to hop on the Tim Foster bandwagon. Not again. Nelson, holding on to Bobby for dear life beside Javier, might need him. Tim would be okay. He had Randy. And Marianne…who was still pitching a fit even as they led her back up the marble stairs and through a handicap entrance back into the lobby.

“D’you think we need to separate them?” the nervous guard asked his partner. He seemed a lot calmer now that he was inside, and no longer surrounded by a mob of potential problems.

“Where else are we gonna put ’em? If we use any of the dressing rooms, we’ll get our asses handed to us.”

“Good point.”

“Wherever you’re taking me,” Marianne said, “there’d better be a bathroom…or else someone here will have a really nasty job ahead of them.”

“It’s a green room,” the not-so-nervous guard said wearily. “Yeah, there’s a toilet. And coffee and soda and manna, and a bunch of TVs. It’s practically a luxury spa.”

As they approached, the hallway didn’t look particularly threatening. The lighting was pleasantly subdued and walls were a cheerful sunny gold. Promotional photos of the anchors lined both sides of the hall, interspersed with framed awards and clippings. But the muffled, high-pitched shrieking coming from behind the closed door was a bit daunting.

“The cops should be here any minute,” the older guard said. He opened the door, and the volume of the yelling peaked, then went silent.

“You find him?” said a woman with a thick accent. “You bring him?”

“Still looking,” the guard said. “But we did bring you some company.”

They ushered Tim, Randy and Marianne into the green room, which also wasn’t particularly threatening—and once Tim got a look at the source of the commotion, neither was she. The young Asian woman was tiny. The collar hung in shreds from her lavender jacket. Her hair hung in long tangles, and she had a mascara track running down the center of each cheek.

Marianne, in her green hat and leopard coat, marched right up to the girl, stroked her arm, and said, “Are you okay?”

“They think I crazy.” She gave a venomous look to the guards, who were already out in the hallway and closing the door. “They not listen.”

“Watch out,” the guard said. “She kicks.”

The door shut, then locked. The Asian woman tossed her hair, and said distinctly, though the L sounded a bit like an R, “Asshole.”

“They didn’t hurt you,” Marianne said, “did they?”

The Asian lady shook her head. “My son’s father is here. On TV. They no listen.” And while Tim hated to think that all Asians looked the same to him, he was particularly struck by the way her annoyed pout looked a hell of a lot like Bobby’s.

And then his heart did a joyous little lurch. 

“Are you looking for Nelson?”

The woman’s face lit up at the sound of Nelson’s name. “Yes—Nelson.” That L sounded a bit like an R, too. “He here. On TV.”

Inside Tim, something shifted, in the way it did when he was trying to hack a particularly daunting software issue, and no matter what he tweaked, nothing seemed to come together—until he saw it, that tiny string of code, sometimes as minor as a single character, where the smallest change made all the difference in the world. 

“What’s your name?”

“Pham Thi Tuyet.”

Asian names—first name last. Tuyet. Tim’s heart was pounding now. Hard. “You live with Nelson?”

“You know Nelson?”

“Yeah. I know Nelson.” And like a routine that had been stuck but was now running smoothly, Tim felt a rush of excitement course through him like results scrolling up a window too quickly to read. “He’s here, he’s okay…he’s right outside.” 

And her son was okay, too—she must be worried sick, what with the riot, and then the explosion. But her mother was definitely not okay. The image of her mother’s body laid out on the tarp among all the other bodies flashed past his mind’s eye. As he struggled to sort out what to say (or not say), the door banged open, just moments after it had been shut, and a pair of grim-looking white guys in suits strode in. The one with a touch of gray at his temple looked at Tim and said, “Tim Foster? Please come with us.”

Although it was prefaced with the word please, it sounded a lot more like an order than a request. “He’s not Tim Foster,” Marianne said, but they were so focused on Tim, it was obvious they knew exactly who he was.

Head spinning with horrific images of The Tombs, Tim followed the suited men into a small conference room. “Agent Collins, FBI,” said the second agent, a younger man with glasses, and hard blue eyes behind them. He indicated the first agent and said, “this is Agent Donahue. Have a seat.”

Tim would have preferred to remain standing, but his knees were so rubbery he didn’t think his legs would hold him. The FBI? That was serious. That was beyond serious. That was Federal Penitentiary-level serious. They knew he’d hacked into Canaan Products…they knew he was the Voice of Reason…hell, they probably knew he’d shoplifted a comic book from the corner gas station when he was twelve, and even though he’d felt so guilty he left a five-dollar bill on the counter once he’d gotten his allowance, the damage had already been done.

“I’m not saying anything without my lawyer,” he said. His voice was rusty, and it broke on the last word.

Agent Donahue said, “Mr. Foster, you’re not being charged with anything.”

Tim was on his feet before he even realized what he was doing. Between listening to the bragging of the LGBT activists who were on a first-name basis with the local police, and the nightly reports of Phil’s tedious days at the law firm, he knew damn well that if he wasn’t being charged with something….

“Then I’m free to leave.”

Collins and Donahue didn’t seem prone to exaggerated eye-rolling or melodramatic sighs—but both of their expressions shifted slightly, in a way that indicated that perhaps they wished they were. “Mr. Foster,” Collins said, “please, sit down.”

That, at least, did sound more like a request than a demand. Tim perched on the edge of his chair, not because he wanted to comply, but because he was so flooded with adrenaline that he wasn’t even sure he could still feel his feet.

The younger agent, Collins, seated himself across from Tim. “What we were hoping was that you could provide some additional information about Canaan Products.”

“Why would I know anything about Canaan—”

“Could we cut the crap?” Collins said. Tim had assumed, probably because he wore glasses, that Collins would be more intellectual. Apparently Tim had been harboring all sorts of really stupid presumptions he’d never been aware of. “You’re a longtime member of several activist groups, you publish the site Voice of Reason, and we picked up your license plate right outside the Pamoda Building shitstorm.”

No, not very intellectual at all.

“I had nothing to do with the riot.”

“No one’s saying you did,” Donahue said, more calmly than Collins, as if his additional years in the Bureau had resulted in a bit more patience.

“Except the police,” Tim muttered.

“We went through a lot of effort to track you down once you left your apartment,” Collins said, “During a time when resources were stretched tight with looting and accidents and what have you. Don’t you owe it to your fellow New Yorkers to tell us what you know?”

“How long have you been following…?” escaped before Tim could help it. So much for keeping his mouth shut.

“Your site’s been on our radar. That can’t be news to you.” As if he hadn’t just well and truly blown Tim’s mind, Collins went on. “Now, this guy they just interviewed had some interesting things to say about ‘manna starvation’….”

Donahue, who was poking a PDA with a stylus, said, “Is that what they’re calling it now?”

“Apparently so.” Collins turned back to Tim. “But what we’re looking to do is link it to Canaan Products specifically. Because who’s to say the chemical change didn’t start in the fertilizer, or the water.”

Donahue strolled to a window and looked out over the street, scanning all the people gathered in front of the building. “Who’s to say they weren’t testing out a way to make it cheaper, and the changes caused some kind of freak side-effect?”

Collins said, “Who’s to say management had no idea—and it was one of their science guys trying to sabotage the company?”

Tim stared hard at Collins’ eyes. Even through the twin rectangles of reflected sunlight on the surface his glasses, Tim saw the sharpness of his gaze, and the confidence with which he maintained eye contact. He knew Tim knew.

But was he going after Canaan, really? Or was he just trying to get Tim to incriminate himself? 

Are you going to take your most precious possession—your anonymity—and throw it all away? Why? To make a couple of strangers like you?

“You’re right,” Tim said. “Who’s to say?”

The agents didn’t stop him as he stood to leave, but their expressions did another subtle shift. Weariness. Disappointment. It was too bad, really…but since when did anyone think it was a fine idea to expose every last secret to complete strangers? It wasn’t as if Tim could really trust anyb—

Wait, that’s not true.

Joni hadn’t given him up. She could have. But she didn’t. And she and Tim weren’t all that close—in fact, they didn’t even particularly like each other.

Someone had reported Tim, though. Not for hacking into Canaan Products’ mainframe, and thank God for that, but for authoring the Voice of Reason. Who? Who even knew the site was his? Javier? Nelson? (And, judging by their outburst in front of the Manhattan Minute guards, Randy and Marianne.) While it might be profoundly naive to trust his new friends, Tim found that he did. He felt safe with them, and connected, and yes, even loved, in a way he never had before. Not even with….

What’s with that picture on your site? What are you trying to prove?

Phil.

Tim paused at the edge of the table and gripped the back of a chair, hard.

The problem wasn’t that humanity in general couldn’t be trusted, as Javier seemed to think. The problem, in a nutshell, was that Phil was a creep.

Collins said dryly, “Did you decide you have something to say, Mr. Foster?”

Tim took a few deep breaths. Did he ever. 

He turned and looked at Agent Donahue, by the window. Donahue had never sat down, but not in that threatening way a person might do if they were trying to pull some kind of power play. He rolled his shoulders to re-settle his suit coat, then hitched his thumbs in his belt and shifted the waistband of his pants. He looked awkward, like maybe he would have liked to sit down, but he couldn’t, because his suit no longer fit him quite right.

Because he’d recently put on so much weight.

“Tell me something,” Tim said, and both agents went subtly still. “Did Canaan Products have my friend’s house blown up?”

Collins and Donahue glanced at each other. “Is there a reason they might?” Donahue asked.

Tim didn’t allow himself to be provoked into talking before he was damn well ready. He looked at Collins hard, until the younger agent shook his head and said, “As far as we can tell, no. Just a domino effect of emergency services being tied up and things spinning out of control.”

Maybe that was for the best. Bobby’s grandmother was still dead. But it made the thing Tim had decided to do less about revenge, and more about simply doing what was right. He steeled himself, and he said, “It’s possible I might have a printout or two that I just happened to…find. Lying around. Somewhere.”

“As far as we’re concerned,” Collins said, “anything you found that will expedite our investigation fell off the back of a truck.”

Right. A truck that used to be a moving truck, parked down the block between a couple of SUVs. Tim guesstimated the number of reams he’d printed out in the DLR construction trailer. They should fit in the trunk of a mid-sized sedan…if the agents shifted any other gear they kept there to the back seat.


Chapter 34




Nelson adjusted the knot in his tie and backed up a few paces to check himself out in Tim’s bathroom mirror. He’d gone with Javier’s loaner blazer and he’d grudgingly strapped on the tie—but he’d opted for jeans, as he just couldn’t bring himself to wear “trousers.” The resulting image? Early-MTV rock legend, or douchebag professor? Maybe a little of each.

The door opened and Tuyet poked her head in. Nelson hadn’t bothered to lock it, and personal space had never been her strong suit. “Ready?” she said.

“Yeah, just about.”

“Hurry up. You make late.” With that pronouncement, she closed the door again.

Nelson scrutinized the knot, then loosened it so it didn’t look quite so perfect, ran his fingers through his hair, and gave himself another once-over.

Douchebag professor. For sure.

While Nelson had never had much use for “centering” himself, the bathroom of Tim’s apartment was the only place other than the rusty fire escape where any of them could have a moment of solitude, so he allowed himself an extra few seconds of peace and a couple of deep breaths before he opened the door and launched himself back into the joyful chaos that was his life.

Tuyet was telling Bao something Nelson didn’t quite catch in Vietnamese, mostly vowels. Though Bobby happened to be the world’s best kid, since bà ngoai was no longer there to keep him on the straight and narrow, Tuyet had stepped into the disciplinarian role. It took her about five minutes of nagging to achieve what her mother had accomplished in a single disapproving glance. But she was learning.

Bobby said, “Uh-huh,” and slid a card across the kitchen counter to Tim, who tucked it into his hand with the utmost graveness. A fork sat between them, equidistant from each of their right hands, tines up. Most people played the game with spoons…but Bobby had been tickled when Tim suggested living dangerously. At least there weren’t any sharp knives in Tim’s bachelor pad, since a mean cup of coffee was the extent of his culinary skills.

The memory surfaced of a knife tapping a worn wooden board—tick, tick, tick. Maybe they didn’t have a lot to say to each other, but even so, bà ngoai’s death had left a bigger hole in Nelson’s life than he ever would have anticipated.

Tim slid a card to Bobby, who eased it into his hand. His poker face was amazing, for a twelve-year-old, but then his brow furrowed slightly. Tim broke first, cut his eyes to the fork. Bobby smirked, having faked Tim out, and discarded. Nelson wasn’t sure exactly how they’d finagled the action to allow them to play a three-person game with only two people, but however they improvised, both of them seemed to be playing by the same rules. Tim drew.

His eyes darted to Bobby’s. He grabbed for the fork.

Bobby was faster. Tim’s reach was double, but even so, Bobby snatched that fork out from under him, crowing with delight, while Tuyet told him in Vietnamese to keep the noise down—but only half-heartedly, as she stepped out of one pair of shoes and into another in an attempt to find the beaded flip-flops that were precisely right both for the occasion, and for her most recent pedicure.

The kid’s palm must be full of tine-marks by now. Nelson smiled at the back of his head.

The futon where Tuyet and Bobby slept was folded into its couch-shape, and a brown corduroy blazer with absurdly long sleeves was draped across the back. Corduroy. Maybe Tim did know how to be ironic, after all. He’d just been subtle about it.

Tuyet tucked the shoes that didn’t make the cut into a tower of plastic bins that teetered in the corner behind Tim’s redundant servers, then grabbed the blazer off the futon and held it up for Tim to slide his arms in. “Let’s go,” she snapped.

He hustled to obey. The way he towered over her had intimidated her…for maybe two seconds. Within a day of them all moving in, she’d ruled the roost. 

Once she had Tim put together, she spit-slicked one of Bobby’s cowlicks into place, then hustled them all out the door.

The walk between the apartment and the old place should have seemed familiar. But with cranes and bulldozers and dumpsters dotting the part of Chinatown where he used to live, and especially with the temporary plywood-covered walkways meant to keep pedestrians from being brained by stray rubble while the damage was cleared and the building rebuilt, Nelson’s old street no longer felt like home.

Mott Street was closed off today, not for construction, but for the memorial service. Eighteen people had died in the explosion. Many of them had probably given Nelson the stink-eye in the hallway as he staggered home with a guy he’d picked up at a pretentiously run-down gin mill. He wouldn’t have thought he would care, but it turned out he did. Not a huge surprise. Lately, it seemed like every emotion cut more deeply than he remembered.

As they neared the turn off Canal Street, Tuyet was talking to one of her girlfriends from church on her cell, and Bobby had just belted Tim in the arm and said, “Punch bug blue.” Funny, that Tuyet and Bobby would be okay today, and Nelson would be the one in a funk. Or maybe acting like everything was same-old, same-old was just the way they were coping.

Because it couldn’t be anything other than an act. Nothing was the same.

Pedestrian traffic grew thick as they turned onto Mott, and then Nelson spotted the camera crews. Not many, compared to the mob that had accosted him outside the Manhattan Minute studios. But a few.

Javier peeled out of the crowd as they approached, tucking his press pass into his pocket. He fell into step beside Nelson and said, “You’re wearing jeans.”

“I heard they make my butt look good.”

“That’s beside the point.” Javier’s pinkie brushed the side of Nelson’s hand as they walked. “Are you avoiding Randy?”

“No.” Nelson considered the unreturned messages on his phone. Probably.

“Because he’s pestering me now. Why don’t you want the speaking engagements he’s trying to arrange?”

“There’s plenty of other food science nerds who’d be happy to explain the hydrogen-carbon chain to John Q. Public.”

“They don’t want some other scientist. They want you.”

Nelson groaned and rolled his eyes. 

“What’s the real reason?”

Nelson considered hedging…but, hey. If Javier let Nelson see his freaky eye whenever they did the horizontal mambo, it wouldn’t kill Nelson to ’fess up. “This whole ‘honorarium’ thing makes me feel like a complete and utter tool.”

“Which is why Randy is handling it for you. These organizations have budgets set up for their speakers. There’s no reason for you to feel guilty about taking the money.”

A producer from one of the news crews spotted Nelson as he approached the checkpoint and showed his license to the cops who were trying to keep rubberneckers out and let grieving family in. The cop took an inordinate amount of time squinting at the address, until Nelson said, “They’re all with me,” and indicated Tuyet and Bao along with Tim and Javier. Including a couple of Asian faces in the group seemed to do the trick. The cop handed Nelson’s license back and waved them through, and they slipped past the barricade before the press caught up with them. Most of the time Nelson was willing to mug for the cameras—he’d distilled what he knew about the current manna situation down to a few easy-to-digest sound bites that the media never seemed to tire of him regurgitating—but not today.

Javier ushered Nelson through a gap in the crowd, then steered Tim toward it with a hand to the lower back. Once they were through the barricade, the crowd thinned. The sidewalk in front of his old building was cleaner than it had ever been before, which was surreal, but the plywood buttress keeping the damage contained was already covered with graffiti. Tuyet and Bobby veered away to talk to a family with a daughter Bobby’s age who’d lived in the apartment above them, and Nelson scoped out a place to stand where a lamp post would block him from the mechanical eyes of the cameras beyond the barricade.

“Is that Marianne?” Javier asked.

Tim craned his neck and looked over the tops of the heads of the people around him. “It is.” He waved, and looked like he was just about to call to her—but then a glance at the eighteen wreaths lined up in front of the souvenir shop made him reconsider raising his voice. He settled on getting her attention by waving more vigorously.

Once Marianne had made it through the checkpoint, she waved back—and Tim gasped.

Javier said, “What is it?”

“Did you see her…uh….” Tim blushed.

“What?” Nelson prompted.

“Back at Manhattan Minute, I’d just figured she was trying to be a distraction.”

Nelson wondered what had become of the chartreuse hat. “And?”

“It’s just that…right now, when she waved, she looked like she might actually be…” he dropped his voice and whispered, “pregnant.”

Nelson snuck a look through the crowd. That whole day was a blindingly bright serotonin blur…but remembering the spongy feel of her foot swelled up like a water balloon as he salved and wrapped the blisters, it would make a hell of a lot of sense. And then there was the frequency of her bathroom breaks. He watched her stop and give her condolences to Tuyet. Now that she wasn’t wearing a bunch of oversized, hand-me-down outfits, maybe he could indeed spot a baby bump. 

“She is,” Javier said, in that Javier-way of his, and that was that.

“But she lives alone in that little studio by NYU,” Tim said. “What about the father?”

When Javier spoke again, there was a chill to his voice. “There is no father.”

“Oh my God.” Tim stared, anguished. He wore his heart on his sleeve, no doubt about it. Maybe while he’d been tickling Nelson’s neck every night with his long stubble (or short beard), his sensitivity had been wearing away Nelson’s hipster ennui, too. Because Marianne’s predicament plucked at Nelson’s heartstrings as poignantly as Tuyet’s had over twelve years ago.

Some kids from the church circulated through the crowd, passing out cheap fake flowers to the attendees. Nelson took the flower and twirled it between his thumb and forefinger. A bit of paper, a bit of wire. Maybe the souvenir shop had been looking for somewhere to unload them.

The parents of one of the children who’d died in the fire dashed over to the wreath with the kid’s last school portrait duct-taped to the center and wired their flowers to the greenery. Right away, all the other mourners tried to get in on the act, crowding the sidewalk. Nelson watched, but he didn’t approach. There’d be time to honor Mai, once everyone else was done jockeying for position.

At a nearby podium, an older white woman in a dark suit noted the rush toward the wreaths, and shuffled index cards while she waited for a better moment to address the survivors. “Who’s that?” Tim said.

Javier, who apparently knew everything (in four different languages, even) said, “Deputy Mayor.”

Nelson wondered idly if she was a deputy, why she wasn’t wearing a big tin badge. But even he knew better than to say something so facetious just then.

“So she needs a mark,” Tim said.

Nelson suspected he wasn’t talking about the Deputy Mayor.

“Yes.” Javier knew. Of course.

“I’m giving her mine.”

Both Javier and Nelson looked up sharply. Tim crossed his arms and stared back as if he was daring them to challenge him. Javier didn’t, not out loud, but there was no mistaking his displeasure when his eyebrow drew down like that. He was just looking out for Tim—Nelson understood that—but, hey. It was Tim’s mark to do with what he pleased. Just because a decision was made impulsively didn’t necessarily make it a bad one. Nelson cuffed Tim lightly in the Punch Bug arm and said, “Awesome. You won’t regret it.”

 “Make sure someone’s standing behind her when you tell her,” Javier said. “She’s liable to faint when she hears she’ll be carrying on the Voice of Reason line.”

Nelson looked for a sign of amusement, and maybe he saw a slight quirk at the unscarred corner of Javier’s mouth. Maybe. His deadpan delivery was twice as inscrutable as Bobby’s poker face.

The crowd around the wreaths thinned as some of the mourners let their family members escort them off to the side, to weep. Most of the immigrants in the building had seen enough tragedy in their lives that they were able to avoid big public displays of grief. But the sorrow of so many of them seemed harder to bear, as if by their proximity they were compounding the burden rather than sharing it. Especially now, with the loss so fresh.

“At least most of them still have their children,” Javier said. 

Nelson couldn’t imagine how he’d cope if Bobby was of the unlucky kids being rehabilitated up at Bellevue. “And everyone thought they were being so backward by cooking their traditional food.”

The microphone at the podium gave a squeal of feedback as it went live, and the Deputy Mayor hooked a strand of hair out of the corner of her mouth as the wind wreaked havoc with her hairdo and made rumbling noises in the microphone. “Can everyone hear me?” she asked the crowd, all of whom looked back at her blankly. Figuring no news was good news, she squared her shoulders, glanced down at her index cards, and began. “To the loved ones of all who have been lost in the recent tragedy, I join you in remembering and honoring these fellow New Yorkers….”

A few mourners stepped back from their family member’s wreath, opening a direct line of sight between Nelson and his family’s wreath, and suddenly he felt Mai’s eyes on him as if she’d been staring him down the whole time. It was a strange photograph. She’d never liked having her picture taken, but Bobby had used Nelson’s phone to snap a surprise shot of her less than a week before she died. She stood in the cramped kitchen that was now a pile of rubble in a landfill in New Jersey, hair stuck to her forehead in damp tendrils. She was probably boiling some shrimp bodies just out of frame in a big, steaming pot. She looked surprised. Vulnerable.

And young—barely fifteen years older than Nelson. Way too young to be called bà ngoai…grandma.

Nelson smiled at her grimly. She would’ve hated that picture—maybe. Or maybe she would have just acted like she hated it because everyone else expected her to be the stern one, the grownup.

Tuyet and Bobby joined Nelson by the streetlight where he stood between Tim and Javier. They found a spot beside Tim, even though that meant walking around Nelson to avoid falling in beside Javier. The eye patch freaked them out…that, and the whole idea that he was involved with both Nelson and Tim. Bobby and Tuyet somehow managed to drop the subject whenever Nelson brought it up. No doubt they wanted him to settle down into something relatively “normal” with just Tim. But while they would always have a place in Nelson’s life, it was still his life to live.

The Deputy Mayor said something generic about pulling together in a time of tragedy. Nelson supposed there were only so many ways to acknowledge that losing your loved ones sucked. It occurred to him that it would be possible to create a program that would generate a condolence speech for any occasion—and that if he were able to come with the phrases, Tim could probably write an app that would recombine them.

Nah, that’d be morbid.

Nelson tuned in. Preciousness of life, cherishing our loved ones, blah-blah-blah. Seriously, it did sound like it had been generated by some kind of platitude generator. Javier nudged him with an elbow. No doubt he’d now developed multilingual telepathy and had just heard Nelson’s mind wandering. Nelson turned to reply with a look of wounded innocence, and it took him a moment to make sense of the thing in Javier’s hand being extended to him. A handkerchief. How weird, and old-fashioned, and foreign…and somehow, classy.

As Nelson took it, he realized his eyelashes felt damp. He scrubbed at them briefly and then crammed Javier’s handkerchief into the pocket of his blazer…which also belonged to Javier. He sighed.

Once his hand was free, Javier slipped his fingers into the spot his handkerchief had just occupied, and squeezed. Goosebumps raced up Nelson’s arm. On his other side, Tim, who was as sensitive as a tooth whose enamel had all been worn away, interlaced his long fingers with the fingers on Nelson’s free hand. Then he shivered, as if the goosebumps had raced through Nelson, and onto his skin.

Somehow, as if he could pull strength from their very touch, Nelson forced himself to open his ears, and open his heart, and listen, really listen, to the Deputy Mayor’s words. To be grounded, fully and completely, in the moment. 

To be alive.










-end-


About the Author




Jordan Castillo Price lives in rural Wisconsin where fascinating giant rolls of alfalfa dot the fields at harvest time. She has also had the privilege of seeing cheese made, which prompted her to put the two together and come up with alfalfa-cheese known in this story as manna.




Click to connect with Jordan in the following places:

jordancastilloprice.com

JCP News: Jordan’s monthly newsletter

Facebook: Jordan’s fanpage - PsyCop fanpage

Jordan’s LiveJournal blog

[image: Image]


About this Story




The Starving Years was written serially, with the readers getting to vote about the course the story would take. It kept me on my toes, no doubt. Readers seldom pick what I think would be the obvious choice, so I can’t be too attached to the voting outcome. While I care about the story’s destination, I need to be pretty darn flexible about how we’re all going to arrive there!

What turned out to be particularly valuable was a little box I began adding to the voting form for “additional comments.” It was through that feedback that I really got a sense that readers were invested in the characters and the story, and that they were eager to get their installment every month.

I didn’t start out with the idea of having a love triangle within the story. The worldbuilding with the new food source and all the societal ramifications it would entail seemed complicated enough! But when I had readers vote for what type of characters they’d prefer for their leading men, there was a tie for second place…so I brought both Javier and Tim into the mix.

I’m so glad I did.

What I like about the way they developed is that they’re all so similar in certain ways. They’ve all got a very strong personal sense of right and wrong, a sense of integrity, and they’re all very capable, all very smart. And yet they’re so different and distinct from one another.

With food devalued, the economy is totally wonky. Gourmet coffee is a paltry $2 per cup while Nelson’s migraine meds cost two grand. And, of course, there’s the scrambling anti-woman governmental attempt at population control that’s necessary without starvation to cull the herd. You might spot other small ways in which the readily available, cheap food source made the the storyverse veer off from our current reality. 

Now I’m off to enjoy some chicken bodies.




-special thanks to Diane Williams for helping me craft a plausible Manhattan setting, and Felix Duarte for his IT advice-


Voting Results

The Starving Years was written to order in Jordan’s monthly newsletter, JCP News. Each month readers were allowed to vote on the story’s evolution. Here’s a roundup of the voting:




Nelson, Javier, Randy and Marianne have just elbowed through the riot and they’re lurking in the alleyway.

Chapter 3 - Whose point of view should we proceed from?

45%  Javier’s

55%  Nelson’s

0%  Marianne’s

What about Randy? Should they take pity on him and bring him along?

61%  Yes, it’s the right thing to do

39%  No, he made his bed, let him lie in it




In Tim’s apartment, they discover cell phones and land lines are all dead. Nelson’s tucked in to Tim’s bed dreaming medicine dreams and Randy wants his dentist.

Chapter 6 - What next?

79%  Stay put and figure out a plan

3%  Go out for supplies as a group

18%  Split up into smaller groups




Javier gives Tim the flash drive and worries that Tim saw him kissing Nelson.

Chapter 7 - What should happen next?

23%  I’ll bet they’re getting hungry - let’s see some manna.

51%  How can Tim possibly resist cracking open that memory stick—even with Randy and Marianne in the room?

26%  Expose Tim as the Voice of Reason. It's fun to watch him squirm.




They give manna to the hungry neighbors while Tim snoops through some Canaan Products files.

Chapter 9 - What should they do about the dirty cyber chat?

9%  Tim should mention it

16%  Javier should mention it	

13%  Nah, just let them keep dancing around it

63%  Let it come to light in a spectacularly embarrassing way that neither Tim nor Javier wanted




Nelson gets the call that Tuyet is missing and they troop over to his apartment. Kevin’s checking the morgue.

Chapter 12 - Should Tim make his move on Nelson?

50% Go for it, Tim!

29% Come on, no one's THAT awkward.

21% Other (eg. Do it discreetly, Tim?)




On the way back from the morgue, the cops uptown begin herding traffic into a trap and they take refuge at Javier’s family’s construction site.

Chapter 15 - If someone should happen to get past the flirting stage in the next part of the story, who should it be? And with whom?

(This was an essay question, not a multiple choice. A few samples…)

• Tim is obviously ready to jump out of his pants with pent up desire for Nelson, so I think that maybe it should be him.  Having said that, it might also be fun to see all three make a move at the same time.

• I’m totally digging Javier and Tim but my gut it telling me that anyone getting it on with Nelson would be hot!  Are three-ways not an option?

• I’m also wondering about a threesome to begin but really prefer only two in the end.  I think I would prefer seeing Tim and Nelson together eventually, but some form of threesome to begin with.

• It seems to me that Javier doesn't seem to be too bothered about whether he hooks up with Tim or Nelson.  Sooo, let's have them all break through the flirting stage together and have a lovely awkward threesome.




Tim, Nelson and Javier come to an…arrangement.

Chapter 17 - In what manner should some shit hit the fan?

9%  Some rioting people break into the construction site

52%  Thanks to the memory stick, Tim hacks into Canaan Products' mainframe

17%  They pick up a television broadcast on Alejandro de la Rosa's nice computer

22%  Tim is exposed as the Voice of Reason (a few of you picked this before but we didn't use it back then. Maybe now is a good time)




Chapter 24 - Just a spot to leave me a comment as I started wrapping up the story

• Whoa, Jordan, this is getting dark. And surrealistic (Nelson's dream). I can see how it's all starting to connect. 

• Damn cliffhangers! :D I want it to end because of the suspense, but then I do not want it to be too abrupt... they only just sort of figured out what is going on, not what to do about it... but it is your story and so I trust you! 

• Really loving this story...Actually I never read anything of yours that I didn't like. I can't wait to see how you resolve all of the various story lines. Just keep in mind.....I love HEAs. I hope you can manage to do it!

• This is such an excellent story!  I'm worried about the characters, and what is going to happen with the manna.  While I love the complicated relationship forming between Tim, Javier and Nelson (I would vote for a happy ending for all three of them if I could) but the world you have built is extremely engaging- I love it even if it makes me sad.




-Click to subscribe to JCP News for more original content!-


Recommended Reads
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Body Art - Does everyone have a certain “type” they end up with…whether they want to or not? If Ray Carlucci’s ex is anything to go by, Ray likes his men gorgeous, rebellious, and chock-full of issues. But now that Ray is single again, he has a shot at a fresh start—a very fresh start, since his tattoo shop was gutted by repo men and his belongings can fit in the trunk of a taxi.

Ray’s shiny new chauffeur’s license lands him a job as a driver for an elderly couple on Red Wing Island. It’s a cold fall, and since the Michigan island is the summer home to snowbirds who fly south for the winter, it’s practically deserted—save for Ray’s new household and a sculptor named Anton Kopec, who works day and night twisting brambles and twine into the distorted shapes of macabre creatures. Compelling, bizarre, and somewhat disturbing…not just the sculptures, but the artist, too. Ray has a feeling Anton is just his “type.”

Despite their scorching chemistry, when a dead body is unearthed by some workers and a freak ice storm traps them all on the island, Ray can’t say for certain that his new flame isn’t capable of murder. (Novella)
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Magic Mansion - Professor Topaz is tired of fending off advice that he should retire in Vegas where magicians his age have an easier time finding work.

Ricardo Hart’s career has sunk so low, he’s resorted to shaking his moneymaker at bachelorette parties.

But there’s a casting call for a new reality show called Magic Mansion that could change everything. (Novel, coming soon)




Other Stories by Jordan Castillo Price:

PSYCOP

1 Among the Living

2 Criss Cross

3 Body & Soul

4 Secrets

5 Camp Hell

6 GhosTV

Striking Sparks

Many Happy Returns




CHANNELING MORPHEUS

1 Payback

2 Vertigo

3 Manikin

4 Tainted

5 Rebirth

6 Brazen

7 Snare




PETIT MORTS (with Josh Lanyon, Sean Kennedy and Clare London)

1 Hue, Tint and Shade

2 Slings and Arrows

3 Moolah and Moonshine

4 Other People's Weddings

5 Spanish Fly Guy

6 Pretty Ugly

7 Sort of Stranger than Fiction

8 One Less Stiff at the Funeral

9 Critic's Choice

10 Wishink Well

11 Happily Neverafter

12 London Eye

13 Spirits and Second Chances

14 Just Desserts

15 Loose Change

16 Media Naranja (Other Half)

17 Immortal Coil




STANDALONE

Betweentimes

Body Art

Fire Thief

Kindred Spirits

Magic Mansion

Sleepwalker

Starlight

Sympathy

The Serpent in the Garden

The Voice

Verdant

Zero Hour: A Dystopian Adventure




Find these titles at http://jcpbooks.com


Dear reader,

We are witnessing the start of a huge shift in the publishing industry.

Before 2003, if I wrote a story that wasn’t corporate America’s idea of What Deserves to be Published, the best I could have put together was a photocopied ’zine that I distributed at whatever comic shops could be coerced into keeping a few copies on consignment.

The advent of epublishing and print-on-demand has changed that. Big time.

We’re on the cusp of a meritocracy of ideas, where books sink or swim based on what readers want, rather than what corporate marketing folks think will sell.

Every time you choose to buy from a small, independent publisher or self-published author, you’re shaping the availability of future books. By saying “yes” to the indies, you become a patron of the arts, and you ensure the author has a paid mortgage, food on the table, a decent internet connection…in short, you’re contributing directly to that author’s paycheck and making sure he or she can keep writing!

If you enjoy this book, you can make even more of a difference. Blog about it, tweet about it, post reviews, and tell your friends. The more you spread the word about the indie works you enjoy, the more support you’ll funnel our way.

Thank you very much for buying an independent book. It does make a difference.
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