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      Reece had underestimated how chilled he would get spending hours nearly immobile in the cool night air. Holding his blue fleece jacket closed at the neck, where it tended to gap a little, he shifted uncomfortably in his seated position on the concrete sidewalk. His ass was cold, right through the fabric of his jeans, and his toes were cold inside his sneakers, and his nose was running. Yes, it might have been December, but he was in California, for heaven's sake, not Minnesota. At least he'd brought gloves and tissues, although he couldn't play with his phone with the gloves on, which meant he was bored.

      He sniffled and wiggled a little and snuck envious glances toward the guy at the head of the line, who'd brought a sleeping bag, camp chair, and tablet computer. That guy probably did this every year, but this was the first—and last—time Reece would camp out in front of the Megatoyz superstore.

      This particular nighttime adventure had not been his idea, of course. Four days earlier, his sister Holly had invited him out for dinner. He should have known something was up right away, because Holly was a single parent who usually figured that a meal with her older brother was not worth the cost of a babysitter. But Holly had insisted, and when their pasta arrived, she took a swig of her wine and looked Reece straight in the eyes.

      "Aiden wants a Daredevil Danny for Christmas," she said.

      "A what?"

      "Daredevil Danny," she replied, rolling her eyes at Reece's obvious idiocy when it came to all things child-related. "It's a toy. Some sort of robot thing that shoots fake lasers and rides motorcycles."

      "Yeah? I bet it eats batteries or breaks within two days, or it's one of those things where you have to spend a small fortune for all the accessories or it's not any good."

      "Probably," she sighed.

      He pointed his fork at her. "I've told you before. Instead of buying him all the plastic crap you should be adding money to his college fund."

      "Yeah. That's just what makes an eight-year-old's eyes light up on Christmas—a college fund deposit receipt."

      "Fine, so he might not be thrilled now, but he'll be grateful when he hits eighteen. Do you have any idea how much tuition is going to be by the time he's old enough? Even the state schools are predicted—"

      "Reece. He's eight. He's had a really tough year and this is probably the last time he's going to believe that Santa is real. He wants to find a big box under the tree and rip open the wrapping paper and find the toy he's been dying for. He doesn't want to feel like the only kid in third grade who didn't get one."

      Reece didn't answer right away. He took a few bites of his dinner and chewed them thoroughly—he always chewed each bite at least twenty times to aid digestion and reduce the risk of choking. He knew that Holly was right. Aiden had had a rough time of it lately. Not only had Holly and Nick divorced, but then Nick had moved out of state with another woman who had little kids of her own. Holly said Nick had become increasingly bad about keeping in touch with Aiden over the past months, which didn't surprise Reece one bit. Nick was a selfish asshole.

      After wiping his mouth with a napkin, Reece nodded. "Okay. How much do you need me to chip in?"

      "I can afford a present for my own son!" she snapped. Then her features softened a little. "Sorry. The money thing—I guess I'm feeling a little touchy about it."

      "No big deal."

      The waitress came by and, ignoring Holly completely, asked Reece if he needed anything else. She stuck her chest out a bit as she spoke, showing off fairly impressive cleavage. Reece didn't know whether the girl was trying for a big tip or a date, but in either case it was a lost cause. He always tipped exactly fifteen percent unless the service was exceptional—hers wasn't—and he was gay. Meanwhile, Holly glowered and ordered another glass of wine.

      After the waitress sashayed away, Reece asked his sister, "So if you don't want help buying the thing and you're not going to listen to my advice to invest instead, why mention it at all?"

      Everyone said that Reece and Holly looked a lot alike—same thick sandy hair, same gray-blue eyes, same slightly prominent nose and square chin. But according to friends and family, the resemblance was most noteworthy when they were being stubborn. Reece doubted, however, that he could ever look as determined as Holly did right then. "I need you to buy the damn thing for me," she said.

      "Sure. I'll swing by the mall tomorrow or the next day. Want me to store it at my place so the rugrat doesn't find it?"

      "Jesus, Reece! How disconnected are you from the real world?"

      He blinked at her in confusion. He wasn't disconnected at all. He checked the stock reports several times a day online and listened to NPR in the car.

      Holly rolled her eyes again. "You can't just go and buy Daredevil Danny. They're almost impossible to find. People are selling them for hundreds on eBay."

      "Oh." He considered lecturing her about how toy manufacturers deliberately created these shortages every year, artificially driving up demand so that they could get top prices for their latest chunk of useless shit. But then he chickened out and stuck another bite of noodles in his mouth instead.

      Just then, the waitress arrived with Holly's wine; Holly practically grabbed it out of the girl's hand and took a long swig. "Megatoyz is supposed to get a shipment of Daredevil Dannys this week. The first fifty people in line when they open on Wednesday get to buy one and everyone else is out of luck. I work Wednesday morning and can't afford a day off. You, however, probably have years' worth of vacation days saved up."

      "Only three months," he muttered.

      "Great. So I need you to get the toy."

      "Fine. What time do they open?" He could pick the thing up first thing and then head to work.

      "Since it's the week before Christmas they open at six."

      Perfect, he thought. He could still show up at the office at seven-thirty, as usual.

      But Holly shook her head. "You don't get it. Store opens at six, but people start lining up the evening before. If you want to be in the first fifty, you need to be there by the time the store closes the night before."

      He gaped at her. "You can't expect me to spend the night there!"

      "I can and I do. Because you are my only in-state relative and you are the closest thing Aiden has to a father figure right now and you owe me for that thing with what's-his-face. Tom."

      "Tim," Reece corrected miserably. He'd been eighteen years old and a month away from graduating high school on that fateful day. His friend Tim had come over to the house for a study session. Reece's parents were both gone for the afternoon, but they'd trusted him because he was so responsible. Besides, he hadn't yet come out to them. But then Holly—fifteen months his junior—had come home early from softball practice and caught Reece and Tim mostly naked and, um, occupied on the living room couch. She'd promised not to say a word about it to their parents as long as Reece granted her some future big favor. He had to give it to her—she'd kept her part of the bargain. And now, twelve years later, she was collecting.

      Reece groaned and covered his eyes with one hand. "What time does the store close?" he asked.

      He'd hoped she was exaggerating. But when he showed up at Megatoyz at ten o'clock Tuesday night, a bunch of people were already sitting and standing on the sidewalk in front. He took his place at the end of the line, and within thirty minutes, the queue of optimistic shoppers stretched all the way around the corner of the building. At eleven, a large woman in a lime-green polo shirt had appeared from inside the store and handed out slips of paper printed with the store logo, a number, and a UPC code. Reece got number twenty-one. She ran out of papers before she reached the end of the line, and quite a few people left empty-handed, frowning and grumbling.

      Reece turned to the guy next to him, a middle-aged man in a Raiders jacket, and asked hopefully, "Does this mean we can go home and come back in the morning?"

      The guy shook his head. "Nope. You leave your place in line and you're done. I hope you haven't had too much to drink tonight 'cause you can't even leave to take a leak."

      "Then why bother with the numbers?"

      "It avoids bloodshed. You know, nobody argues about who was here and who wasn't, or who was first."

      "Do people really fight over this stuff?" Reece was incredulous.

      "You have no idea."

      So Reece spent the night dozing against the wall, trying to ignore the cold and—just recently—the increasing demands of his bladder. He tried to console himself with fantasies of sitting in his nice warm cubicle at work, making all the numbers on his computer monitor add up in nice neat rows. The fantasies weren't helping much, however.

      The sky wasn't even close to brightening, the stars still scattered across the blackness like glittering ice crystals, when the store doors opened again. Three people in lime shirts stepped out. All the people in line perked up instantly, most of them leaping to their feet.

      "Um, good morning," one of the employees said loudly. He was young, his dark hair fighting attempts to tame a cowlick. He would have been really cute if he hadn't looked so nervous. "I have good news and, um, bad."

      Reece didn't just hear the sudden tension among the people in line—the mutterings and moans—he could feel it, like an invisible force field. So could the store employee, who glanced at his coworkers before straightening his shoulders. His voice had a slight squeak to it when he continued. "The good news is we're going to open now, almost an hour early."

      Muted cheers rose from the crowd. The kid waited for them to die down. "And the bad news is, uh, our shipment wasn't exactly what we were promised. The manufacturer only sent us thirty Daredevil Dannys."
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