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Praise for the Family by Choice series:

“The writing was great, and the characterization, especially of Alex, was spot on. It’s been a long time since I encountered a character who I liked so much. (...) I loved this. If you like dark fiction, supernatural, and a good dose of action, then try out this series. You will not be disappointed.”

I Heart Reading book reviews

“Alex is a great character. He’s complicated, and has many different layers. The story was good, and the writing was spot on the entire time. I was drawn into this book from the first page, and enjoyed it very much.”

Forever Book Lover reviews

“Nathan Fréchette is one of my favourite fantasy writers in the National Capital Region. (...) If you are a fan of fantasy I would definitely encourage you to pick up both of these books.  The story has a great pace and the strong writing makes them an easy read.  As well, Alex Winters is a very interesting character.”

Alejandro Bustos, Apartment 613

“While I find this series to be a quick read, it is also an incredibly good read. (...) I highly recommend it for your summer reading list.”

Geeky Godmother reviews
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To Joelle and Manue – this one wouldn’t be the same without the adventure we shared. 
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I sigh and pull the pillow from over my head. It’s the third time they’ve called me in under ten minutes. Whoever it is, looks like they’re not going to give up. I reach for the cell on my night table, expecting to see one of the idiots that work for me on the caller ID, and I sit up, my heart jumping to my throat, when I see it’s Luke. He’s never called me this late since I’ve known him, not once.

“Hello?”

“Alex? It’s Luke.”

“I know. What’s wrong?”

“It’s Naomi. She’s disappeared.”

I frown at this, but nevertheless, I relax a bit. Naomi can take care of herself, and she’s been known to go out all night. Since she’s more a protector for the kids than one of the patrons of Luke’s house, she can ignore the curfew. 

“Are you sure? Maybe she just went out.”

“I’m sure. She did go out. With Liz. Now Liz is back, and she says Naomi’s been taken.”

“Taken? What do you mean?”

There’s silence for a little while. 

“Well... I think it’s your kind of business, and we probably shouldn’t talk about it over the phone. Do you think...?”

“Yeah, I’m on my way.”

I hang up and pick up the suit I was wearing today, putting it back on. I glance at the clock as I button my shirt. Looks like I won’t be getting any sleep tonight, but if someone’s made off with Naomi, this is serious, and it can’t wait. It’s possible I’m paranoid, but I give Russell a call just to make sure. He doesn’t answer, which does nothing to make me feel better. I decide not to bother with a waistcoat and tie, and call Jimmy as I finish getting dressed. Jimmy’s phone rings three times before he picks up, and, when he does, I hear the Sex Pistols roaring in my ear so loud I have to pull the phone away from my head. I hear some shouting over the music, and, when it’s finally turned down, I place the phone back against my ear.

“Jimmy?”

“Hey, boss. What’s up? It’s pretty late.”

“Luke just called me. Someone’s taken Naomi.”

“Let me guess. You need a ride?”

“Yeah. How soon can you be here?”

“Well, I was kind of in the middle of something.”

“It’s important.”

He sighs audibly. What is up with him? He doesn’t usually question me when I ask him for something, and he certainly isn’t in the habit of giving me attitude.

“Fine. I’ll be there in half an hour.”

“See you then.”

I hang up as I head out to the hall. The light’s still on; looks like Tom can’t sleep again. I find him in the kitchen, sitting at the table, his feet on the chair so that he’s hugging his legs and leaning his head on his knees, staring at a bowl of Froot Loops. My stomach rumbles, and cereal suddenly sounds great, so I get a bowl and open the fridge door to get the milk. I stare for a few seconds, looking for the carton, but it’s not in there.

“It’s next to the TV.”

I look up at Tom, blinking, and see the milk carton next to the TV, in the living room. I let out a sigh, trying not to sound too annoyed.

“I thought we agreed you weren’t gonna do that anymore.”

He looks up from his cereal, staring at me absently, like I interrupted an important train of thought. 

“Huh?”

“Reading my thoughts.”

“Oh. That. Sorry. Sometimes, it’s hard to tell the difference.”

I sit in front of him, and pour myself a bowl of Froot Loops. He hasn’t touched his, and the cereal is so soaked it’s twice its original size, and what milk remains has turned that funny orange-pink color. He’s still just staring at it, though. As I start eating, I notice he hasn’t even got a spoon.

“You know, those are for eating.”

He shrugs.

“I wasn’t hungry.”

“Then why the cereal?”

“I just like to watch the milk color.”

“Can’t sleep again?”

Tom never sleeps much. At least, it’s been that way since he moved in with me. Can’t really say I blame him; he’d spent the last five years of his life under heavy sedation, so I figure he’s sick of sleep now. He’s still way too thin, but at least his cheeks aren’t caved in, and he can walk on his own now.

He shakes his head.

“No. I don’t like my room. I think I should have the small one back. Your old room won’t let me sleep.”

“Why not?”

“It’s full of your old memories. They’re kind of like rotten food you forgot under your bed, you know? You get used to the smell, but once in a while it creeps up on you, and then it makes you sick all over again.”

“So, what, my memories stink?”

“Well, if they didn’t, why’d you move to the guest room?”

I stare at my cereal. About a month after he moved in, I gave him my old room and moved into the guest room. It just made more sense that way; I couldn’t bring myself to sleep in the bed I shared with Lori anymore, and I couldn’t really sleep in the living room forever. 

“I didn’t. They don’t. I just... didn’t like the bed anymore.”

“Why don’t you change it? I mean, I’ve seen the money you bring in, you can afford it.”

I glare at my cereal. I’m suddenly not that hungry anymore. 

“I haven’t gotten around to it.”

He raises his eyebrows at me.

“Like you haven’t gotten around to the room at the end of the hall? I mean, there’s a whole room there that we could be using.”

I take a deep breath. I don’t like getting mad around Tom. At the same time, he should know not to push my buttons. I know that he knows what I’m thinking, so he knows what that room means to me. It’s all full of Nicolas’s stuff. It’s been over a year, and I haven’t been able to bring myself to walk in there. How could he even suggest I get rid of that stuff?

I put my spoon down and stand. Tom sighs, but he doesn’t look at me.

“I’m sorry. It’s just... I know you don’t wanna talk about it, but it’s always on your mind, so I can’t help thinking about it too, and I think maybe it would help...”

I start walking away. The last thing I need is a therapy session from a sixteen-year-old kid. 

“I gotta go.”

He says something else, but I can’t hear him. I don’t care how long I’ll have to wait outside. I can’t be in here anymore.
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I check my cell phone, and sigh. He’s taking longer than he should. He’s probably at Erik’s house again. I don’t understand what he does there all the time. I start the next track, putting the ear bud back in my ear. Jimmy has been taking longer and longer to arrive, so I’ve started to learn Italian to kill time. I’m not great yet, but I get by, and it makes Mister Lupino happy.

He finally pulls over and steps out of the car. I see him get out his keys, but I slip in the passenger seat. He rolls his eyes, sits back down on the driver’s side, and shakes his head.

“Come on, man. You gotta get more practice, or you’re gonna fail your test. Again. It’s like three times now.”

“It’s only twice. And if you didn’t make me do it with a standard, I would have passed. I’m not in the mood. Can’t you just shut up and drive?”

He sighs, but starts the car anyway.

“Look, as long as I’m the taxi driver here, I get to tell you when you’re being lazy.”

I shake my head. Things have been a bit tense between Jimmy and me lately. Lupino’s about to retire, and I still haven’t decided whether I’m continuing this business or not. He knows I’m still debating, and he just doesn’t understand what’s making me hesitate. He was born to do this. Not me. 

We’re quiet until we get to the house. It looks good now: Luke’s put up a sign and everything. He registered it as an official charity a while back, and he’s been getting decent funding, pulling more kids off the streets, getting them into rehab, and all that. 

Jimmy doesn’t turn off the motor; he just leans across to speak to me through the open door.

“I’m gonna go get a beer while you’re here, ok? Just give me a call when you’re done.”

I nod, and he drives away. He’s not comfortable going inside the house, even though he left the brothel years ago. It doesn’t look the same at all anymore: Luke’s completely renovated everything because of the fire. 

The only light on is in Luke’s office, on the third floor, so I make my way there. I have to walk past my old room, right next to his door, and I’m glad the door’s closed. I have to admit I’ve avoided coming back here, too. 

Luke is sitting at his desk, and, when I walk in, my legs turn to jelly because, for a second, I think I’m seeing a ghost. The girl sitting in front of him has the same slumped posture, the same bleach-blonde hair, but when she turns around to look at me, I can see it’s only Liz with a stupid new hairdo, not Lori. It’s never Lori. It won’t ever be again. I let out a deep sigh and clear my throat, in part because I have to be assertive and I can’t do that if I’m emotional, but also because I’m about to bite her head off for looking like Lori, and she doesn’t deserve that. She doesn’t look like she could handle it, either; her eyes are red, and her mascara is running. 

I nod at them. “All right. What’s going on?”

Liz looks at Luke, and he nods at her to start speaking. 

“Well, Naomi and me, we went, like, clubbing, right? So anyway, she meets these guys, and they’re all, like, into her, except they look, like, real fishy, right? They ask her to come out back with them, and she’s like, yeah, sure, and I tell her they look like, weird, and she says, I can handle myself, so anyway, I let her go, and I follow her, and when they get outside, they go in, like, this alley, right? And then they just turn on her and attack her, and she does, like, her screaming thing, except, like, it doesn’t work, and they just take her. They just took her, Alex! In a car! And they drove off!”

She stares at me, and I lift a finger to stop her if she’s about to start talking again. I have to take a minute to sort this all out, and to separate all the words she just squeezed into those 10 seconds before asking an intelligible question.

“So, when you say she did her ‘screaming thing,’ you mean she tried using her power?”

Naomi is special, just like me, which is why I know she can handle herself. Where I can make fire just by thinking about it, she has this supersonic scream thing that can break glass, even knock out some people. Liz nods emphatically.

“Yeah! Except, it didn’t work! Like, not even on me!”

“Hmm.”

I take the empty seat next to her, and I sigh. If she wasn’t able to use her power, then that means she was up against supers, people sent specifically to get her, probably a null. 

I take out my phone and try calling Russell again. Still no answer. This time, I’m really worried. I dial Julie’s number. It rings, and rings, and rings so long I’m sure I’m going to get voice mail, but the voice that finally answers sounds way too tired to be recorded.

“What is it?”

“Julie? It’s Alex.”

“I don’t care if you’re the friggin’ Pope. It’s the middle of the night. I was having a real good dream about having sex with Colin Farrell, and you interrupted.”

For a moment, I just sit there with my mouth hanging open. That was way too much information. 

“It’s important. And kinda urgent.”

“Then make it quick.”

“Naomi’s missing.”

“And you want me to what, find her? Bring her back? Whatever it is, it’ll wait until morning.”

“No. Well. The point is... I think she was specifically targeted.”

“So?”

“By supers. To be more precise, a null.”

There’s silence at the other end of the line, and for those few seconds, I savor the moment. She’s so unpredictable, it’s not often I have the upper hand in our conversations. 

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah. Almost completely sure.”

“Have you called Russell?”

“I have. He’s not picking up.”

She curses, and there’s some rustling on the other end of the line.

“Fine. Do you have a safe place to go?”

I try to think.

“Not at this hour, but I do live with Tom. I’m pretty sure I can get advance notice if things are about to move.”

“Fine. I’m going to meet you at your place tomorrow morning. For now, I want you to call me if there is any change, anything at all, all right?”

“Sure. Same to you.”

I hang up and look at Luke. He frowns, so I know I don’t look as neutral as I think I do, and he nods at Liz.

“Go get some sleep. I have to talk to Alex.”

She looks at me, all wide-eyed and panicked. 

“But what about Naomi?”

I sigh. “I’m looking into it. Don’t worry, I’ll do everything in my power. Now do as Luke says.”

She nods, looking a bit haunted, and I can’t look at her as she walks away. I hate to see that kind of look on girls. Luke watches her go, and then turns a serious face on me, watching me over the rim of his glasses.

“What’s going on?”

I sigh. I feel so tired, suddenly, and I know it has nothing to do with the late hour.

“You remember GenEx, that organization that did experiments on people with super powers, the place where I was held when I disappeared?”

He nods, gravely. “You think this is them?”

“It sure looks that way. At least, if it is, they’re not going to come after you guys. Naomi was the only one of interest here.”

Luke lets out a deep breath, sounding every bit as tired as I feel.

“Be careful, Alex. I don’t like that you get into situations like this.”

I stand. Luke is one of the only people in this world to have seen me show weakness, except maybe Lori, but that doesn’t mean I like him to think I’m helpless. I pick up the phone, and answer him as I dial Jimmy’s cell phone, making it clear that the discussion is over.

“I don’t either. But there’s not much I can do about it if they won’t leave me alone.”
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Nicolas grabs my ponytail again, yanking it. It doesn’t even hurt a bit; I guess it’s the happy smile and gurgling that make it painless. I bring him over to the kitchen, where Lori is taking lasagna out of the oven. It smells delicious, and she looks great, wearing only a nightshirt that reaches the middle of her thighs. It should embarrass me that she’s dressed like that in front of Mister Lupino but for some reason, it doesn’t. It must be because she looks so happy. Besides, he doesn’t seem bothered. I hand him Nicolas and sit down in front of him, across the table. He says a couple things in Italian to my son, and then he smiles at me.

“They’re here.”

I frown a bit at him. What he’s saying doesn’t make any sense.

“What?”

Lori serves us each a plate of lasagna, putting them down on the table. She runs her hand through my hair, leaning her hip on my arm. She bends over to kiss my forehead.

“Wake up, Alex. They’re here.”

I frown at her. Who are they talking about? What’s going on here? When I look back at Mister Lupino, I see Tom standing behind him, and everything falls into place. Nicolas, Lori and Lupino disappear, and, for a short moment, it hurts to not see them, because I know that at least two of them are gone forever. But now that Tom’s here, I know that something’s wrong, and what they’ve been saying finally makes sense.

They’re here. I gotta wake up.

I sit up and throw my blankets aside, almost falling flat on my face in my effort to get out of bed running. I scramble to the hall, and I’m halfway to Nicolas’ room when I remember that he’s not there, and he doesn’t need me to rescue him. I thought I’d get used to it after all this time, but I guess I just can’t. I wonder if I ever will. 

Tom’s standing in the doorway to the master bedroom, his eyes wide. He sees he finally has my attention, and whispers.

“They’re right outside, in the hall! They have a null with them, but he’s not strong enough to block me.”

GenEx. They’re here already. I thought I would have more time. I was right to think Tom would feel them coming, but I guess I should have given some thought to what I would actually do when they got here. I turn around to give Tom some instructions, to figure out what to do, when suddenly, my front door literally explodes. I jump on Tom to cover him from the blast, and as I do, something hits me in the back of the head. 
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“Hey! Wake up! You all right?”

Someone is shaking me awake. I look around when I come to, but the first thing I see, the only thing, is my condo up in flames. I stand as quickly as I can manage, which feels both too fast and really slow and sluggish at the same time. I hold out my hands, extinguishing the fire with my mind. I don’t really need the gesture, but I find it helps me concentrate when I’m not angry enough. There must be more fire than I thought, because it takes a hell of a lot out of me, and I’m almost falling back down by the time I’m done. Someone catches me again. This time, I take the time to look at him, because he’s taller than me, so it can’t be Tom. 

It’s some older guy I don’t know. Wait. I do know him. He’s my neighbor from across the hall. What the hell is he doing here?

“What are you doing here, man? Where’s Tom?”

“Well, there was... an explosion. It took out my front door. And Tom, that’s your friend, right? The one who lives with you? I think he went downstairs, with some girl.”

I blink, and then I run out into the hall. I stumble a bit, but it doesn’t matter; I can’t slow down. They can’t have Tom. If they have him, we’re all dead. 

I make it to the stairs before I trip and fall flat on my face, and then I have to seriously reconsider this idea. I’m not gonna be much use if I break my neck. I sit at the top of the flight of stairs, my head in my hands, and my neighbor is suddenly there again. I squint at him. I seem to remember something about him being a lawyer. Possibly a prosecutor, actually. Wasn’t I supposed to stay away from him?

“Hey! Are you all right? Maybe you should take a break! You don’t look too good. And... you’re in your underwear.”

I look down at myself. Looks like he’s right. I sigh. I seem to get crappier at helping people as I get older. What’s wrong with me? I get up and head over to my condo. I walk into my room, grab the suit I wore yesterday, and put it on as quick as I can, again, neglecting the waistcoat and tie, going for expediency rather than style. While I’m dressing, my phone rings again, and I see that it’s Julie’s number on the caller ID, so I pick up.

“Yeah?”

“Oh, you’re all right. Good. I’m downstairs with Tom. They’re gone, but they’re gonna be back. Hurry up.”

“Fine. I’ll grab a few things and be down.”

“I’d make it quick if I were you. I can hear sirens, so the fire department’s on its way.”

I curse as I hang up the phone. Fire department means cops, and that means uncomfortable questions, and an excuse for them to interrogate me, which I really don’t need. I know I’m cited in at least a half a dozen case files, and, now that I’m over eighteen, I could get in serious trouble over all of this. 

I grab my phone, my keys, and my smokes, and I’m about to run outside, when I stop and look at the door to Nicolas’ room. I’m not going to be back here for a while, and who knows what they’re gonna touch that I don’t want them to?

I step into the room quietly. It’s is exactly the way I left it, save for the thin coating of dust that now covers everything. Seeing it again brings back this rush of feeling, like the first time I came home without him, the sudden realization of a fact I’ve known for over a year now. 

I reach into his crib and grab his bunny. That was the first thing he ever held in his arms. I’m starting to hear the sirens myself, so it pulls me out of my thoughts as I stuff the bunny into my coat. I take a deep breath; this isn’t the time for this. I manage to drag myself out the door and kick my brain back into functioning mode. 

My neighbor blocks my way as I get to the hall. I start, and take a step back. I didn’t think much of him being there at first, just a neighbor being, well, neighborly, but now, he’s starting to seriously bug the crap out of me. 

“What do you want?”

“I need to talk to you. It’s important.”

“Well, tough. I’m kind of in a hurry, in case you haven’t noticed.”

I try to duck past him, but he blocks my way again.

“Look, I saw what you did. The men who caused this explosion... I think they’re after me too. Please, can we talk?”

I sigh, and look him up and down. He doesn’t seem like much. Maybe he’s just paranoid. I mean, his home did blow up too. Could be coincidence. Then again, maybe not.

“Fine. Gimme your number, I’ll try and call you. But right now, I really gotta go.”

He seems relieved, and hands me a business card. I pocket it without looking at it, and head to the staircase.

As soon as I’ve reached the bottom of the stairs, I try to make myself scarce, which is hard because there’s a crowd of onlookers, some of whom are just staring at me. I look around, and then a hand grabs my upper arm and I feel myself being pulled apart in all sorts of different directions. The next thing I know, I’m sitting in the passenger’s side of Julie’s car, and she’s in the driver’s seat, and I feel like I’m gonna puke. It’s a good thing I didn’t have a chance to eat breakfast yet. I still have to put my head between my knees not to lose what little there is in my stomach right now.

“Ugh. Don’t do that.”

She shrugs. “I had no choice. The cops were right around the corner, and you look wicked conspicuous with all that soot on your face.”

I take deep breaths to banish the nausea. One of the back doors opens, and I can see Tom coming in, the conventional way, to sit on the back seat. I looked up too quickly and I gag for a few seconds before placing my head between my knees again. I'm not sure, but I think I can hear Julie snigger. I say nothing, though, ‘cause I'm as likely to puke on her as I am to win my point. She starts the car.

"So, where to?"

I sigh, sit up, and try to think and keep my stomach contents down at the same time, which is every bit as hard as it sounds. Let's see. I need a place that has no direct link to Julie, or me. Someone that has enough room to hide us, and isn't one of my closest friends. I try to refrain from groaning when I know I have just the place; it’s not an idea that’s particularly pleasing, but it’s good.  I pick up my cell phone to give him a call, and as I dial, I glance at Julie.

"Do you know how to get to Old Town? I think I have an idea."
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Jimmy's car is in the driveway when we park at Erik's place, and I find myself staring at it. Is he sleeping over here every day now? I consider giving him a call, since I couldn't reach Erik, but I decide against it. We're already here, anyway. Might as well knock. Tom and Julie get out of the car, and look at the house suspiciously. I think Julie even seems grossed out, and I can't really blame her. As usual, the landscaping hasn't been done in ages, everything is growing wild, and the house is in serious need of a new coat of paint, if there ever was one to begin with; the wood finish is so bare and damaged it's peeling off the frame. The windows are all painted black, like they always were.

"Who the hell do you know that lives here, anyway?"

I look at the house. How do I begin to explain Erik?

"It's complicated. He's a friend of Jimmy's."

I look at Jimmy's car again. I'm having doubts. What if I'm interrupting something I really don't want to walk in on? I shake my head. I'm just imagining things. Aren't I? 

I walk to the front door. There’s no doorbell I can see, only what looks like a hole covered in ancient duct tape, so I give the door a hard knock, then light a cigarette.  Whatever it is they do all night, it’s likely that neither of them is up. Jimmy doesn't believe in starting the day before noon, and Erik, well, he's a vampire. I knock again halfway through my smoke. Tom doesn't say anything, staring at the ground and folding his arms over his chest, but Julie looks up.

"Are you sure there's someone in there? I mean, I know some hoboes that wouldn’t want to live here."

"Yeah, I'm sure. They’re probably just still asleep."

I knock again, but there's still no answer. I decide to try the door, and, unsurprisingly, it's not locked. I suppose that people like Erik and Jimmy don't have a lot to fear.

I walk in, gesturing for Julie and Tom to follow me. She does, looking around at the house and making a face at the horrendous 70s decor, but Tom hesitates a bit. Does he look pale? 

"You ok?"

He nods. His clothes are too big, because he's so thin, and it makes him look even sicker. He looks around nervously.

"Your friend Jimmy's here. And your other friend, too."

I look inside again. He's probably hearing them think. I guess it can't be easy to know what goes on inside the head of guys like these.

I give him a smile and punch his arm lightly. "Hey, come on, don't worry about it, ok? They're weird, but they're ok. We're people they like, they won't hurt us."

He looks at me sideways. "You're people they like. We're just people you like. Trust me. To them, there's a difference."

I don't really know what to say to that, and he doesn't add anything else before walking in, so I just follow him and look inside. I see someone moving on the stairs, and I get there quick before Jimmy or Erik has time to do something permanent to people they might not recognize. As I get to the bottom of the staircase, I can see it's Jimmy standing there, his face still puffy with sleep, his hair in disarray, and, most importantly he’s completely naked. I've never seen him naked; I've crashed at his place once or twice, and I've never even seen him without a shirt. I know he's had a fucked up life, and so have I, but still, what I'm seeing right now is sickening. He's covered in scars. Some of them are from old stabbings or shootings, I can tell the difference, but most of them... He's got a lot of burn marks. One side of his chest is so mangled I could swear someone poured acid all over him. Even with all that, I have to admit what gets me most is the nakedness. I stare at him, my mouth hanging open, so shocked that it's a while before I notice he's holding a brick in his right hand. He rubs his eyes and squints at me.

"Alex? What are you doing here?"

I give myself a shake, and look at my companions. Tom is sitting in the living room, on one of the brown leather couches, but Julie has come to stand next to me and is staring at Jimmy, eyebrows raised, and with an appreciative smirk on her face. Trust her to look past the scars and see only the muscle, or whatever it is she’s staring at. I try to put her out of my mind to be able to answer Jimmy as straightforwardly as possible.

“Uh, some stuff happened. We need a place to stay. What’s with the brick?”

He looks at the brick in his hand.

“Oh, that? Well, I thought you were intruders.”

“... don’t you have a gun?”

He grins. “Well, yeah. But this is a lot more fun.”

I imagine him beating someone to death with a brick naked and somehow, the nakedness is much more disturbing than the violence. I guess I’m getting used to Jimmy.

“Wanna... maybe... put some pants on?”

He looks down at himself like he didn’t realize he was naked, and then he laughs.

“Huh. Right.”

He just turns around and walks up the stairs, leaving his brick behind, but I think I see a little embarrassment in his expression. I scratch the back of my head, and look at Julie, who’s watching Jimmy’s ass disappear in the hall upstairs. She grins at me.

“Your friend is pretty hot.”

I raise an eyebrow at her, and just walk past her to the living room. How can she be thinking like that at a time like this? She joins me. I slump on the leather couch opposite the one Tom has picked, and she sits next to me. I retrieve my silver cigarette case, and grab a smoke from it. When I snap it shut, I notice my neighbor’s card stuck to it. I was right; he is a prosecutor. He said something about the GenEx guys being after him. Was he lying just so he could talk to me? Maybe, but there must be better ways, especially for someone whose job it is to be good with words. 

“You should call him.”

I look up when I hear Tom’s voice; he’s looking at the card. Of course, he’s been listening to me think for... well, since I met him. He was bound to have an opinion on the matter. 

“I should? Why?”

He gives me a look that’s halfway between puzzled and annoyed. 

“Come on. We live next to the guy. You’re not the only person whose thoughts I hear, you know.” 

“That doesn’t tell me anything.”

“Just call him. It’s relevant.”

“Fine.”

I take my cell phone, but just as I’m about to dial, it rings. I almost think it’s my neighbor, ‘cause the coincidence would be too awesome, but it’s Lupino’s number on the caller ID, so I pick up.

“Hello?”

“Alex? Are you all right?”

“Uh... I’m fine.”

“I just heard about the explosion. You are not hurt?”

Shit. I should have called him. Now he’s all worried.

“I’m fine. I should have called you, I was just... preoccupied.”

“Tell me what happened.”

I rub my forehead and sigh.

“I really want to, and I will, except now’s not a really good time, Mister Lupino. Could I call you back later?”

There’s silence on the other end of the line. I know he respects me enough to give me my space when I ask for it, which is not often, but I also know him well enough to realize how much it kills him to do so.

“Very well. I will be expecting your call.”

“Thank you.”

I hang up, and I have to light another cigarette. I’m about to call the guy again when I hear footsteps coming down the stairs, and I look up to see Erik and Jimmy. They’re dressed, though it seems to have been done in the dark and in a hurry. Neither of them is wearing socks, and I’m pretty sure Jimmy doesn’t own the battered The Clash shirt he’s wearing. Jimmy sits down, grabbing my cigarette case but not looking at me, and Erik gives me an annoyed look, putting his hands in his pockets.

“Why do you always come here when you’re in trouble?”

I snort. “I resent that. I get in trouble a lot more often than I come here, I promise.”

He has a small smirk, but I can tell he’s not really amused.

“Real funny. But I mean it. Why am I your go-to safe house?”

“‘Cause, we don’t hang out, so people can’t tie me to you.”

He sighs. “Well, I don’t want you to just come barging in here whenever you have a problem. Especially with a bunch of strangers.”

“Get used to it. Looks like we might need to be hiding here for a little while.”

“You could have at least called, first.”

“I did. Three times. You haven’t activated your voice mail yet.”

He grunts and pulls his phone out of his pocket. He seems to struggle with the lock button, and then just tosses the phone to Jimmy. 

“I put it on vibrate again, and I don’t know how. Fix it.”

Jimmy just picks up the phone and starts fiddling with it, leaning back on the couch comfortably. I frown at him. Since when does he just do what anyone tells him without saying anything? I mean, he calls me boss, and I can’t be that abrupt with him. 

I have to turn my attention back to Erik, though, because he’s still talking to me.

“Well, fine. At least introduce me to your friends, then.”

I look around. I had almost forgotten about them. Julie’s sitting next to me, grinning at me like she’s having some sort of private joke at my expense. Tom’s still on the other couch, but now Jimmy’s next to him, punching buttons on Erik’s phone. I reach into my inner jacket pocket and pull out my wallet while I motion with my chin to introduce everyone.

“This is Julie. And Tom. That’s Erik. Jimmy, give Tom your phone.”

Jimmy gives me a look, and then shrugs, pulling his phone out of his pocket and giving it to Tom. Tom takes the phone, and stands up, because obviously, he knows what I’m thinking before I have to say it, and he takes the money from my hand. I still explain it, though, for the sake of Julie, or maybe just to feel like the sound of my voice is still relevant. 

“Why don’t you order us some pizzas? I’m sure Erik has some yellow pages somewhere. I’m going to call our neighbor.”
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Julie parks the car in the lot, next to a mini-van. I've rarely seen so many mini-vans all in one place, but, then again, I don't come to the suburbs very often anymore. I look at the building when I get out of the car. The Burger City looks exactly the same as the last time I visited it, some five years ago. This is the exact place where I ate my first meal as a free man, after I escaped the house I had been raised in. It brings back memories, though they're not as unpleasant as I thought they were going to be. I'm not sure why I picked the Burger City in High Plains, but here we are. I guess it’s the first place that came to mind that was far enough away from downtown that we shouldn't be seen by anyone important. No matter how good the reason, I can’t be seen anywhere near a prosecutor.

Still, what if I run into someone from my past? Do the people who raised me still live around here?

Julie stops halfway to the front door, and calls out to me, pulling me out of my thoughts.

"Hey handsome! You coming?"

I nod and follow her in. Even if there was someone I used to know, I'm not the boy I was all those years ago, and I doubt anyone would recognize me. Still, I have a nervous look around the place when I walk in, but there's no one I know, just young families with their kids playing in the ancient slides of the family area. And, in a corner, my neighbor, who's fiddling with his iPhone while nursing a coffee. He hasn't noticed us. We're early, and I really expected to be here first, but that doesn't matter. I pull a twenty out of my pocket and hand it to Tom. 

"Why don't you go get me a cheeseburger and meet me at the table?"

He nods and goes to the counter, while I go sit in front of my neighbor, at the small, two-person table he chose next to the bathrooms. He looks up from his phone when I sit, looking surprised. 

"Oh! You're here already! I didn't expect you for some time."

"Well, I'm here. You said it was important, and could only be discussed in person, so here I am. Make it quick. This is a big enough waste of my time as it is."

He gives me a look like I've said something incredibly offensive, and I just stare at him. I meant every word of what I said. I don't like to be bothered, I have other things to deal with right now, and I hate it when strangers try to boss me around. He puts his phone down and picks up his coffee, sipping it, looking around himself in a really paranoid and obvious manner. I roll my eyes. It’s a good thing for him I'm not selling drugs or anything, because for someone who wants secrecy involved, his demeanor is just screaming ‘I'm here! Look at me! I'm doing something suspicious!’ When he's done inspecting the restaurant, he calms down some. I guess he's satisfied that the people watching their kids go up and down the slides are not some kind of spies. He clears his throat.

"Like I said, this is a delicate matter. Should we not go somewhere more... private?"

"What, like the bathroom? This is fine. Now go on and spill already."

He looks me up and down, and sighs in resignation.

"I suppose you've had your share of shady dealings in your young life; you should know."

I raise an eyebrow. "Look, dude, you're the one who wanted to meet, and I don't think insulting me is the way to gain my trust, is it?"

“I didn’t think I was being insulting.” He seems genuinely bewildered; I guess he must have really thought he was paying me a compliment.

I try to refrain from sighing.  “Just say what you gotta say so we can go our separate ways already.”

He looks offended again, and then he looks over my shoulder. I turn to see Tom and Julie getting to the table. Tom just stands, and looks at the two-seater awkwardly, but Julie squeezes in next to me, pushing me against the window. If she were a man, I would have punched her, but all I can do now is glare at her. She grins at me, pops a French fry in her mouth, and chews. 

“Kinda close quarters you picked there, handsome.”

I turn my face away. This is the closest I’ve been to a girl since Lori died, and the warmth of her body and the smell of her shampoo are making my stomach feel tight. She’s oblivious to it, of course, since she hits on almost every guy she meets, but I’m not in the mood for her kind of crazy right now. Tom glances at the bench where our neighbor is sitting, and looks for another table while talking.

“Maybe it’d be better if we moved?”

Julie smirks. “I’m fine here, thanks.”

Our neighbor rolls his eyes, and looks at Tom and Julie. “Who is this?”

I turn to Julie, still squeezed against me, and then at my neighbor again.

“Can we move? I’ll explain.” 

He clicks his tongue, obviously annoyed, and stands up with his coffee and phone, following Tom to a nearby table that has enough room for four. Julie sighs, still smiling, and shrugs.

“Ah well. Too bad, it’s nice and warm here.”

She stands with her tray, and I take a couple seconds to compose myself before following her. Of course, Tom and our neighbor are sitting on the same side, which forces me to sit next to her again. At least this time there’s enough room for her not to have an excuse to press herself
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