
  
    [image: Preston the Provider]
  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRESTON THE PROVIDER

          

          A CHRISTMAS NOVELLA

        

      

    

    
      
        
        He Alone Can Stop Time.

        But What Will He Do With It?

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Preston is a young man who geeks out on the weirdest hobbies. All he wants for Christmas is beaucoup bucks to make his mother’s wishes come true. He’s working two side hustles to make it all happen by the stroke of midnight New Year’s Eve.

      

      But when a mysterious box filled with artifacts from the city’s past drops into his lap, Preston discovers that his magnificent obsessions are the key to bending time and unwrapping a future that he’s only begun to dream.

      

      In this heartwarming seasonal novella, a master storyteller reminds us of a glorious Christmas truth: the nerds shall inherit the earth.

      

      “D’Agnese writes the most unusual and interesting books.”

      —BookViews
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      Preston took a seat on the B train and settled in for the short ride south to the sea. He loved catching trains at the Atlantic Avenue station. The transfer hall was huge. Passengers had their pick of six different lines—the B, Q, 2, 3, 4, and the 5, not to mention the commuter line that would whisk you to the very tip of Long Island.

      Minutes after he took his seat, the music of the underground still rang in his ears. A violinist catching coins in her purple-velvet-lined case, working her side hustle before leaving to play in one of the Broadway musicals. The beat boys with their white paint buckets and drum sticks. Just like Preston, just like Artie, everyone had their hustle. Everyone.

      You could not capture sounds like that aboveground. No—the world’s most beautiful sounds were best recorded in a free public sound booth shaped by steel, ceramic subway tiles, and the ceaseless rumble of rolling stock.

      He perched only slightly on the edge of his plastic orange seat. His backpack was too heavy and too crammed with the Cheesecake King’s precious goods to take it off his shoulders. From the messenger bag at his hip, he extracted a microphone, which was jacked into his iPhone, and lay it across his lap.

      Eighteen-year-old Preston Williams, ladies and gentlemen, aka Mr. Nonchalant. He checked the app on his phone to make sure he was recording. The seconds unfurled nicely.

      The conductor crackled on the loudspeaker. Phlegmy, rumbly…clearly the voice of a harried middle-aged white dude.

      “This is a southbound B train. The southbound B. Next stop, Seventh Avenue.”

      There was a wonderful clatter of the mic signing off, then a sizzling beep.

      Preston waited. Underfoot, he could feel the train preparing to lurch. A tiger coiled and about to spring. Man, could everyone in New York City sense that? It was as unmistakable as a living pulse. He wondered if Mama and Francey felt the same way when they touched their practiced fingers to a patient’s wrist. Nurses labored in the front lines. They had to feel that flutter of life, either raring to go or else petering out. They pressed flesh, Preston steel. People and trains—both held magic.

      But this train wasn’t moving. Most likely they were waiting for a signal. Or was it a timing error? Wouldn’t that be sweet? He wiggled his microphone greedily, as if that tiny adjustment would allow him to capture the momentary blip all the better. Encased in its wind muff, the mic looked like a pet rat napping on his lap.

      “Next stop,” the conductor repeated. “Seventh Avenue.”

      The train rolled, and only part of Preston’s mind sighed. Another part of him, the part steeped in shame, chided him. It was Mama’s voice, sometimes Francey’s, sometimes Gram’s. “Whatchoo doing with your life, Preston? Spending all your money on these toys, hmm?”

      Or the voice of the shrink. Mama thought she was clever, getting him to speak to a man at the hospital where she worked. Surely, a grown-ass man would talk some sense into a foolish child who had quit school after his first semester in Hoboken. A fool who had blown a full scholarship. The guy listened to Preston talk for twenty minutes. “What is it you like about trains, young man?”

      Not trains, bitch, Preston wanted to shout. Subways.

      As the subway car moved south, it both rocked and rolled. It clacked over the tracks, yes, but in a manner so unlike a surface railroad. Everything about the subway was muted, checked, restrained by the forces of resistance within the tunnel. Centuries of bedrock wanted to trap, contain, and impede it, but the steel punched through nonetheless. In the heart of the subway lurked an unseen power so few people appreciated.

      “Geez,” Preston had told the shrink. “What is there not to like?”

      One by one now, he counted off the express stops, which he knew by heart. Seventh Avenue. Prospect Park. Church Avenue. Newkirk Plaza. Kings Highway. And now, his stop...

      Just as the words bloomed in Preston’s mind, the conductor said, “Sheepshead Bay.”
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      If a client ever asked him to build a model of the Cheesecake King’s house for their layout, Preston would have done his best to talk them out of it. Why run a beautiful train past something so ugly? White stone facade, three-car garage, two pedestals topped with white lions flanking the front walkway. A giant inflatable Grinch on the postage-stamp lawn, nine glowing reindeer towing Santa on the roof.

      The King—whom Preston had never met—looked surprised to find a Black guy on his front stoop, but he recovered nicely. “Where’s Artie?” he said.

      “Artie DiBianco? My faithful amanuensis? College interviews.”

      “College?” The guy slapped his forehead. “Maron’! You kids are like babies. Come in, it’s downstairs!”

      The guy was majorly chunked. A sixty-year-old sausage wrapped in a pressed black T-shirt, crisp blue jeans, and tasseled loafers. Giant white letters on his T-shirt read, “Leave the gun. Take the Stromboli!”

      Inside, the house was as white as its occupants. It was only Cyber Monday, which in Preston’s book was still early for Christmas trees. Theirs was already up. The kind with white built-in lights that twinkled merrily on boughs of pink.

      A skinny blond woman in a pink workout suit circled a white granite island in the kitchen, peering at Preston uncomfortably as she chatted on her cell. She looked half the age of the Cheesecake King. Pink and white wife, and a pink and white tree. A package deal?

      “Who’s at the door, Vic?” she called.

      “It’s my hacker,” the King said proudly.

      “Kit basher,” Preston corrected him.

      “Whatever. Watch your step.”

      The basement was paradise. A home theater on one side of the vast room, a massive train layout on the other. Outside of Northlandz in New Jersey, which tourists paid to see, Preston had never seen a spread approaching this level of complexity.

      Judging from the control board, sound system, and digital remotes, the guy was running ten different trains through a landscape that included a fantasy village in Italy with vineyards, cypress trees, and medieval hill towns that looked like they ought to be on wine labels.

      Another section reproduced a miniature Coney Island, with the old Cyclone roller-coaster, and a stretch of Ocean Boulevard featuring a 1/48th-scale replica of the King’s business—Stromboli’s: Finest Cheesecake and Catering.

      The third and the biggest “world” boasted a massive replica of Hogwarts Castle. One look, and Preston knew the provenance of that structure. It was the stunning work of a UK modeler who was profiled on all the websites and in all the train magazines.

      “You bought one of his?”

      “You know the guy?”

      “Not personally, but we all know the Architect.”

      Still bundled in his backpack and puffer jacket, Preston crouched to make a closer inspection. The Cheesecake King didn’t just own the Hogwarts model. He owned the whole enchilada: every single piece the Architect had ever dropped for his well-heeled clientele. Hagrid’s hut. Hogsmeade. The sweets shop. The taverns. Diagon Alley, with the wand shop and Gringotts to boot.

      Most train geeks built their own worlds by hand. Took them their whole lives to find, make, or kit-bash the pieces and craft them all together. Preston encountered these geezers—they were almost exclusively white male retirees—at the train shows, gabbing about epoxies and paints and how to bestow the look of metallic rust on plastic.

      Then there were guys like the Cheesecake King, who shelled out big for entire worlds that they bought and installed in their basements in a month. Money was no object. The Harry Potter universe alone had to have set the King back tens of thousands. But man, the pieces were beautiful. You could pick out the single bricks and flaking stucco on every inch of Hogwarts Castle. A dragon perched on one of the turrets, its claws dislodged roof tiles.

      “Whaddaya think?”

      “I think you need a train, sir.”

      “Hook me up, Preston. That’s the name, right? Artie said you were the best.”

      “In five boroughs, yes. Not the UK.”

      “How come you don’t work down at the store like Artie?”

      RailRoadz on Flatbush Avenue was the hottest train shop in the city. Massive social media engagement. Forever spinning out videos on YouTube. The Muscovites who ran the place bragged that you could preorder any new release for only a penny. But they always charged list. List was for chumps, but if you wanted the hot new loco the week of release…

      “The Russians ain’t my style,” Preston said. “And they would want a taste of everything I pulled in on the side.” Preston lowered his backpack gently to the floor, and carefully undid the straps. “Mr. Stromboli, sir, I don’t mean to pry⁠—”

      “Call me Victor. Stromboli’s not my name. It’s my brand.”

      “Victor. If you got the coin to spend on a layout like this, why go to the trouble to convert? The new Lionels have digital.”

      See: until a few decades ago, model trains ran analog. One signal and all the trains ran in one direction. Modern ones operated independently of each other.

      The coming of digital trains was like the coming of CDs in the music world. Oldsters in particular were screwed. Either they sold off their own rolling stock—equipment no one wanted anymore—to buy new, or they converted their old trains to the new tech. Either way, they were shelling out.

      Victor waved a meaty, dismissive hand. “This is the Hogwarts Express they issued first. The detailing is superior. The kids love it.”

      The kids? Right. You built a fifty-thousand-dollar wonderland of magic in your basement for kids who are probably upstairs playing video games on their phones this very second.

      “I like to buy extras,” said the King. “You never know when you’re going to need replacements. I go to all the shows. Estate sales, yard sales, what have you. Every year, the old ones get harder and hard to find. And they don’t make new ones like that often.”

      “Well, sure. It’s expensive to license trains, especially from Hollywood,” Preston lectured as he removed his jacket and hoodie. “That’s why they cost. License runs out, the manufacturers take a break and see if there’s still demand before they re-up. The last movie in that series came out a decade ago.” Preston never got into the Potter books. He liked the movies once, but not anymore. Because. “Now,” he said, “let’s see what we have here…”

      Preston wore wool tweed trousers held up by fire-engine red suspenders over a blue-and-white striped oxford shirt. Engineer stripes. Before reaching into his backpack, he made an elaborate show of undoing his cuffs and rolling up his sleeves⁠—

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa—what kind of watch is that?”

      Bingo.

      “This old thing? It’s a build I did for client. I mod watches on the side. Turnaround is faster than trains and modeling.” Not to mention, watches were cooler, hotter, and in better demand.

      Victor ogled Preston’s wrist so closely that the teen could smell the older man’s hair oil. Preston unshackled the watch bracelet and handed it over. It was a beauty. The base watch was stealth black, the bezel gold, the bezel insert Hogwarts Express red. The seconds hand was a red lightning bolt. And pad-printed on the creamy white dial was the piece de resistance: where the digit 9 should be was a tiny circle that enclosed the number 9 3/4.

      “The train platform! You made this?”

      “I modded it. Just a basic Seiko build with a few upgrades.”

      “You sell these?”

      Artie had pegged the Cheesecake King right. Watch nerds had a sickness. On his wrist right now the Cheesecake King wore a pristine Rolex Submariner, which had no doubt cost him $25,000, street. Even with that kind of bling, he was drooling over a homemade watch worth about $1,000, tops.

      “That’s for a client, sir,” Preston said as he unrolled the bubble wrap on the contents of the backpack. “I’m just testing the timing. See? It’s still got the condoms on them.” He indicated the plastic wrappers that protected the glass crystal and the bracelet from scratches.

      The Cheesecake King pet the watch like it was his Precious. His mouth opened and hung silently when Preston placed a Hogwarts Express locomotive and coal tender on a vacant stretch of O-scale track.

      “I appreciate your patience while I worked on this,” Preston said. “I know it’s an inconvenience, seeing as we’re coming up on the holidays…”

      Next he hooked up each of the passenger cars. Red and gold and black livery, just the way the train appeared in the movies. Lionel had a done a beautiful job with them when they were first issued, but Preston’s digital conversion had taken them all one step further.

      “Sir, what I’m gonna show you right now, is—let
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