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 This book is for Miles because he wanted it to be.


And because he showed me it was possible to have all the


ordinary things: a family, laughter, happiness.












UNLESS someone like you cares a whole awful lot, nothing is going to get better. It’s not.




—Dr. Seuss, The Lorax
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THE CURE  for MODERN LIFE













CHAPTER ONE





The Kindness of Strangers










Was Matthew Connelly a bad man? He’d never once asked himself that question. Make of it what you will. Of course it would have surprised him to know that, as he walked toward the bridge that night, a little boy was asking the question for him. Because Matthew didn’t notice people like this boy, he never wondered what they were thinking about, or if they thought at all. They were as invisible as the ants he’d crushed under his feet as he walked through the streets of Grand Cayman the weekend before, with Amelia and Ben, the happy couple, deliriously grateful to have found each other, all demons of the past behind them—and all thanks to him. His matchmaking was a good deed from their point of view, pure and simple. To Matthew it was something else entirely, something he didn’t dwell on but accepted as another delicate operation in an extremely complex job.




The boy watching Matthew, who gave his name as Timmy or Jacob or Danny, depending on the situation, was only ten years old, but his mother said he was closer to forty in his harsh judgments of other people, by which she usually meant his harsh judgments of herself. And it was true; the boy took an almost instant dislike to Matthew Connelly. It wasn’t just that the guy looked too young to be so filthy rich, with a fancy topcoat that had to cost more than it had cost to feed Isabelle for her entire life, or even that he was obviously in a hurry, striding up Walnut Street like he had somewhere important to be, though it was way past midnight. It wasn’t even the loud, idiotic singing the man was indulging in as he walked, as though no one could possibly be outside on that frigid November night in Philadelphia except Connelly himself, who no doubt considered the journey a reason to pat himself on the back that he was always up for a little exercise. No, the real thing that condemned him, from the boy’s perspective, was the position of his hands, which were jammed so far into his pockets that all you could see were the tops of what surely were the most luxurious leather gloves sold on the planet. So he wasn’t cold, which meant there was only one reason his hands were like that. He was a selfish person, the kind who wouldn’t lift a finger to help anyone else. The kind of person his mother called a “natural-born Republican bastard,” even though she didn’t believe in her son’s hands theory, preferring instead the simpler principle that all rich people were bastards.




Still, the boy, who ended up naming himself Danny that night, had no choice; he had to try. He grabbed three-year-old Isabelle in his arms, groaning under her weight, and ran up the concrete stairs as fast as his scrawny ten-year-old legs would carry him. He had to be standing on the bridge when the man got there, blocking his path. As the guy came closer, Danny proceeded to yell and scream and cry: “Help! Please, mister! My baby sister! Help!”




The tears weren’t real because he never cried, but the fear made his frozen hands shake harder. Isabelle had been throwing up all day and his mother had told him a million times that if you throw up for too long, you can die. Protecting Isabelle was his sacred duty and he would do it no matter what, even if he had to die himself. It was part of the code of honor he’d adopted a few months after his sister was born, when he’d sworn himself in as a knight. This was after he’d read a book about King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table, which his mother had stolen for him from the library, but he wasn’t playing some stupid pretend game. Even the book said that knights weren’t only in the past, and anyone could be one. True, the boy had never met another knight, but that wasn’t surprising since knights had to sacrifice everything to uphold the code, and that was hard, even for him. But whenever he wanted to renounce his knighthood and go back to being a regular kid, he remembered his honor and how no one could take it away from him—not his mother, not the cops, and certainly not this selfish asshole who wasn’t going to stop, Danny knew, no matter how much he begged.




That Danny turned out to be wrong had nothing to do with his ability to judge men like Matthew Connelly. On that particular night, there was something about Matthew that even a very wise, very hardened ten-year-old boy/knight couldn’t guess from the man’s appearance. The rest, Danny had gotten right, uncannily so. It was true that Matthew was what most anybody would call rich, given his upper-six-figure salary; his stock options at Astor-Denning, the pharmaceutical company where he was a VP; the top-of-the-line Porsche 911 he’d bought with last year’s bonus; his property investments across the city—though he was leasing the loft where he’d lived for the last two years, an upscale but not intimidating place, perfect for his friendships with scientists. It was also true that he was walking quickly, not because he had a flight to Tokyo in the morning, which he’d put out of his mind, but because it felt good to move; not as wonderful as it had on the dance floor, but still good. The idiotic humming was a carry-away from the club he’d just left, a way of remembering the woman he might have taken home with him if this were a normal night, yet it had been anything but.




At seven-thirty he’d gone out to dinner with a nationally known med school professor who’d agreed to testify before the FDA on behalf of Astor-Denning’s new diabetes drug. Matthew’s goal was to make this guy happy, to give him the right food, the right wine, the right conversation, even, if necessary, the right women. But the only thing the good doctor really wanted was to try MDMA: ecstasy. He was recently divorced; he thought he needed a drug that would “release” his emotions about his ex-wife. Matthew agreed to make a few phone calls, though he hoped he wouldn’t have to listen to the guy’s emotions as they were released. When the doc insisted that they try the drug together, Matthew’s first reaction was to smile and nod and decide he wouldn’t swallow it. The illegal part didn’t bother him, but he didn’t want to lose control of the meeting. But then the doc said they’d know they were “tripping” when their pupils dilated, and Matthew realized it might not be easy to fool this doc, even if the guy was high. Whatever happened, he could not let this important contact decide he was a liar. What the hell. The E was pure, according to his source, and he had a brilliant medical professor at his side. What could go wrong?




The fiftysomething, fat, balding doc had had the time of his life, running around the club, groping one woman after another, telling each of them, “I know I’m on X, but the way I feel about you is so intense, it has to be real.” Matthew was much more subdued, but he enjoyed the experience, too. And he felt proud that he’d forced himself to leave the club alone—after the doc left with some blonde—even though the pill was still working, knowing it would give him a cheerful walk home, which, damn, he needed for a change. The trip to the Caymans last weekend, meetings and conference calls and putting out fires all day, wining and dining research partners five nights out of seven: all of this was making him feel unusually tired, though he was determined to prove that nothing had changed, despite the fact that he’d just turned forty. He was in great shape. He could always party like it’s 1999 , even if that particular phrase was one he kept to himself, fearing it would date him with the hot twentysomethings he invariably found himself attracted to rather than women his own age.




With the pill’s help, he floated painlessly down thirty-one blocks from Old City to the bridge, no side effects except a little teeth-chattering. He lived on the West Philly side of the river to enhance his intellectual cred with academics, but the loft scored him points for being hip, too, because uptight people were afraid to live there even though the building was more like a suburban gated community than an edgy inner-city neighborhood, and his Porsche was probably safer there than anywhere in the city. Walking on the Walnut Street Bridge at night did make him a little nervous, which was why he usually took a cab home, but now nothing bothered him, not even some screaming kid standing near the stairs to the river.




When he reached the kid, he noticed the boy was holding what looked like a bundle of clothes, except that it was making sounds like a kitten (or were they words? Whatever it was, that sound was so sweet), and Matthew found himself bursting into a smile. “Can I hold it?” he said, pointing at the bundle.




He just wanted to see what could make that brook sound, but the dirty boy wasn’t cool. He frowned and said, “What? Are you a perv or something?”




Matthew wasn’t sure why, but the question made him feel so happy he started laughing. “No, I’m not,” Matthew said, still grinning. “Am I supposed to be?”




The boy cursed under his breath. “You’re drunk.”




“Wrong again,” Matthew said, and then he blurted out something he would never have told another adult, especially in his condition, given his strict policy of avoiding emotional entanglements. “I’ll have you know that my father died of cirrhosis of the liver. I am not now and have never been drunk. So there.” He stuck his arm out, pointing one finger playfully at the kid. “Take that!”




The boy looked away then, lost in thought, but Matthew was too busy trying to see over the top of the bundle to care what the dirty kid was thinking about. Even if he’d known the kid was thinking about drugs, he wouldn’t have cared. What was the boy going to do, have him arrested for swallowing his first-ever tab of E? After a minute, Matthew said, pointing at the bundle, thrilled that he’d figured it out, “It’s a little girl!”




“Duh,” the kid said. “It’s Isabelle, my sister.” He pulled the blanket down just enough to expose the largest blackest eyes Matthew had ever seen. Doll eyes.




“She doesn’t look like you,” Matthew said. The little girl was a light brown color, while the boy was chalky pale, even under the dirt. “She’s so adorable. Can I touch her?”




Before the boy could answer, the bundle shook and heaved like a volcano about to erupt, and Matthew took a confused step back as the little girl let loose with a stream of vomit that covered the boy’s hands before spewing all over the ground, with one big splat landing on one of Matthew’s handmade Italian shoes.




“She’s sick,” the boy said, sounding depressed. “That’s why I stopped you. I’m sorry.”




Matthew smiled at the humanness of it all. Puke. It happened to everyone, didn’t it? It had happened to him a few hours ago, right at the beginning of his trip. “I know what she needs,” he said, before he could stop himself. “Emetrol and Gatorade.”




“Where do I get that?” The kid’s tone was much lighter now, sweet even. “All the stores around here are closed.”




Matthew thought for a moment. He was happy, but not stupid; yet he didn’t see how this scrawny kid could pose any threat. Not to mention the downstairs guard at the loft: a 275-pound former boxer who would rush to his aid at the push of a button. He could give the beautiful baby the Emetrol and Gatorade and send them on their way, with cab fare for wherever they usually go at night, which he didn’t want to think about. He wanted to stay happy.




“All right, come on.” He looked up at the dark sky and laughed.




“I haven’t got all day.”




“Great,” the kid said. “Just give me a minute.” He pointed below the bridge, presumably to the riverbank at the bottom of the stairs.




“I left something. I have to get it or Isabelle will cry.”




“We don’t want that,” Matthew said, though he was thinking that maybe he should go ahead and walk home without waiting for them. He’d just remembered the plane to Tokyo at 8:37 in the morning. His plan had been to be in bed by one-thirty, then up by five-thirty, showered, packed, and on the road to the airport by six-thirty. He’d sleep on the plane, too, but the four hours would buy him the energy to do the packing and stand in the annoying line at airport security.




He was still working out the details in a fuzzy-minded way—he could easily make it to the Philly airport by seven, but he’d have to take a cab, so he didn’t have to park—when the kid handed him the bundle. “Just hold her. Stand right here.”




The kid’s voice was reluctant, and so was his expression each time he looked back while he rushed away, but Matthew didn’t care. All night he’d felt like touching everyone, but holding this baby was like having a little bird in his hands, a beautiful bird that cooed delightedly every time his finger stroked her cheeks. This sound was better than dance music, better even than the Bach playlist on his iPod. It was like the voice of heaven, he thought. Why didn’t the radio play this child cooing all day long? Why wasn’t it being broadcast from the loudspeakers at Franklin Field right now?




When the kid returned, dragging a garbage bag—and a skinny woman—with him, Matthew was still talking to the baby, listening to her sweet, lilting babbles that seemed to be answers in another language, though he was pretty sure he heard the word yes and positive he heard multiple nos . But still, he felt better when the boy told him the woman was their mother. This made him feel peaceful and warm, knowing these two kids weren’t out at night by themselves. They had a mom, though she was sick, too, obviously. During the short walk to the loft she puked twice, dry heaves, quick and quiet and over before the boy had time to stop. Unless he had no intention of stopping. He shot his mom several dirty looks, which struck Matthew as pointless. She couldn’t help it if she was sick. Puking was human and oddly touching. The simple act of retching made anyone seem vulnerable.




They finally made it to Matthew’s building and went up the elevator into his apartment. Matthew found the Emetrol in the guest bathroom medicine cabinet and told them the Gatorade was in the fridge; then he headed to his bedroom, just planning to change his shoes because the smell of vomit was bothering him. Somehow he ended up on his bed. What happened after that wasn’t strange, since he’d swallowed two Ativans on his walk home, knowing E was an amphetamine and afraid he wouldn’t get to sleep for hours, but it was extremely unfortunate, since he passed out before he had a chance to get rid of the boy and his mother and even the beautiful-voice baby, who he knew he wouldn’t want to see in the morning. Without the pill’s effect, music was just music and puking babies were an annoyance. And strangers looking for handouts were worse than annoying; they were weak and irresponsible and, nearly always, absolute believers that they were morally entitled simply because they were victims.




What Matthew thought of as the victim mentality taking over America was a perpetually sore subject for him, and never more so than in the last month when, as his boss so colorfully put it, Matthew had been driving a hundred miles an hour, in a convertible, trying to outrun a shit storm. The potential disaster had surfaced on an ordinary Thursday night when he was in bed with a woman, dozing after sex while she watched inane TV. Later he would wonder why no one on his media surveillance team knew that this pseudo news show was going to mention Galvenar, but at the time, his reaction was more primal. He went into the bathroom and punched the wall hard enough to make his knuckles bleed, though the wall, embarrassingly enough, was absolutely fine.




By every standard, Galvenar had been Astor-Denning’s most spectacular success, and one of the most successful launches in the history of pharmaceuticals. The medicine was approved by the FDA for chronic pain, but it also had a stunning array of off-label uses, which had led to AD’s stock climbing steadily ever since the drug had come on the market two years earlier. In the last quarter alone, its sales had reached 1.32 billion. Matthew had no intention of letting some idiot who fancied himself an investigative journalist ruin all this, especially with the non-news story that two men had died of heart attacks while taking a long list of meds that just happened to include Galvenar, which this jackass journalist had the nerve to suggest could be “the next Vioxx” and have to be withdrawn from the market, like Vioxx, for the “safety of the public.”




That same night, Matthew started making damage control phone calls. First, the AD legal team threatened the network with a lawsuit if they didn’t issue a statement that Galvenar had been specifically tested for cardiac side effects and judged absolutely safe, even in doses sixteen times larger than either of the men had been taking, which was all true: Galvenar wasn’t even in the same drug class as Vioxx. After the retraction aired, Matthew had his staff reach out to journalists, suggesting they might want to ring in on the “scare tactics” used by this network to boost ratings. More than a dozen had taken the bait, including a handful who wrote for prestigious newspapers. In the meantime, the PR firm drones were planting more testimonials for Galvenar on sites like patientsays.com and manufacturing outrage in pain community chat rooms about television shows that didn’t understand suffering, with frequent references to Galvenar, the gave-us-our-lives-back miracle drug. Then, over the last few weeks, Matthew had personally contacted all the scientists who’d signed on to the research results, just to gauge their reactions, but few of them had heard of this TV report and those who had thought it was another example of the public’s ignorance about cause and effect. Finally, he’d gone with Ben and Amelia to Grand Cayman last weekend, without telling anyone about the trip, even his boss. His boss didn’t know anything about that situation, but even if Matthew had forced him to hear every detail of the last twenty years, all the way back to when he and Ben and Amelia were in college, the boss might still have concluded that Matthew was being so careful it bordered on paranoid. But to Matthew, there was no such thing as too careful. Not when billions in profit were at stake.




Thankfully, it had all blown over now. Well, almost. On Saturday, a Japanese television station had picked up the discredited story, and now Matthew was going to Tokyo with a PR exec, just to make sure the newest big market for Galvenar wasn’t having any second thoughts. His job was simply to present the clinical trial data again and emphasize the impressive safety record in the postmarket, while the PR rep, a heavy hitter, played off what the Japanese (and the rest of the world) already believed: that the American media and government seemed to be obsessed with scaring the hell out of everyone, turning our country into a nation of frightened brats.




Matthew was all too aware that Japan and Europe didn’t like U.S. pharmaceutical companies, whose products they considered vastly overpriced, but they didn’t think the companies were Big Meanies. Only in America. He had dreams of telling all these whiners that the solution was simple: just stop taking any of the products from evil Big Pharma. Put your money where your mouth is. See how you feel about dying at forty, the way your great-great-grandparents did.




This point of view, harsh though it undoubtedly sounds, was not something Matthew had chosen to believe; he was sure about that. Of course he would have preferred to see the world the way he had last night on E, but he knew that rosy outlook was deeply and utterly false, a mere alteration in his brain chemistry, not in the way things really operated. Case in point: last night, he’d stupidly tried to help a poor family, and what was the outcome? He’d not only been inconvenienced, he’d been robbed.




He discovered this after his shower, when he was dressed and packed, but he couldn’t find his wallet. He was already planning to wake up the kid and tell him they had to leave, but now he was furious. He grabbed the boy by the hands, lifting him from the hardwood floor (vaguely wondering why the kid hadn’t slept on any of the furniture or even on the thick oriental rug), and said, “All right, you little thief. Where the fuck is my wallet?”




The boy rubbed his eyes. “I tried to warn you. Don’t you remember? I kept shaking you, but you wouldn’t wake up.”




“If I wouldn’t wake up, then how could I remember?”




“I tried to stop her. I even tackled her, but she shook me off.”




He smirked. “You’re saying the baby robbed me?” Then all of a sudden it hit him. The baby was still asleep, tucked into the corner of his leather couch, with throw pillows all around her. Of course he wasn’t talking about his sister; he was talking about his mom, who Matthew suddenly knew wasn’t sick like the little girl. She was sick like an addict. This was why the kid hadn’t sympathized with her last night. Of course.




“You’re telling me your mom rolled me?” He was shouting. “I let you in to help your sister, and you bring along your mom, who you know will steal whatever isn’t nailed down?”




“I wanted to tell you to lock everything up, but you passed out.” The kid’s voice had an edge to it, but then he said, more quietly,




“I’m really sorry.”




“What else did she take? My wallet and what else?”




“Money in the desk drawer. All the prescription drugs in your bathroom. I think that’s it.”




He kept more than five thousand dollars in the desk drawer. His emergency fund, in case of a bird flu–like disaster that would temporarily close down banks and ATMs. The medicines he didn’t care about, except Lomotil, which he always took on trips overseas, for diarrhea. He couldn’t imagine why a druggie would want it. The Percocet he’d gotten for his knee injury last year, the samples of Vicodin for a toothache a few months ago, the Ativan he took for occasional anxiety and sleep: all of those made sense, but Lomotil? Dammit. Now he’d have to pick up Imodium at the airport. Another thing to do, and time was short already.




“I made her leave your driver’s license,” the kid said, pointing at the end table.




“How thoughtful,” Matthew snapped, though he was relieved to see it lying there. He absolutely had to have that and his passport, or he’d miss his plane.




As he walked into his bedroom to get his keys and watch and cell phone charger, he yelled to the kid that everyone had to go now. “I’m leaving and you and your sister are, too. Sorry, but this isn’t a shelter. I have to go to Japan and you’ll have to go back to wherever the hell you came from.”




“How long will you be gone?” the kid said, following him.




Matthew spun around. “Why?”




“Just wondering.”




“This building has the most advanced security system in the city. If you’re thinking you’ll sneak in after I’m gone, give it up.” He snapped the band on his Rolex to emphasize his point, and forced himself not to wince. “The one and only reason I’m not calling the police right now is I don’t have time.”




“That’s nice,” the kid said sarcastically.




“Why aren’t you waking up your sister?” He had the charger in his briefcase, along with his tablet laptop and the second corporate Amex he was supposed to use only in emergencies, but now he couldn’t find his goddamn cell. It was in his pants when he fell asleep, wasn’t it? Had it fallen on the floor? He knelt down to look and said, “I told you to get out. If you don’t, I’m calling the security guard to throw you out.”




The boy watched him as he looked around the bedside table, under the bed, everywhere he could think of. Then he said, “Have you ever brought kids back here before?”




“You know I haven’t,” Matthew said, because he was suddenly sure this kid did know. This boy’s eyes were cunning, suspicious, nothing like the innocent child he’d seen the night before. Fucking E. He’d never take it again as long as he lived, if he could just get through this morning and on the plane.




“I don’t think you want to call the security guard.”




“Oh, really?” Matthew stomped over to his bedroom phone and picked up the receiver. “We’ll see about that.”




“I mean,” the kid said quickly, “how will it look when I tell him that you brought me back here for sex?”




“What?” he said, though he’d heard the kid perfectly. “You scheming little—”




“I won’t hurt any of your stuff. I swear. It’s just, I have to let Isabelle sleep. Even with all your yelling, she hasn’t woken up because she’s really sick. I can’t take her out yet or she might die.”




“Boo hoo hoo. And how is that my problem again?”




“It isn’t your problem. I know. But I have to protect my sister.”




Matthew was still holding the receiver, but his finger was hesitating on the 7, the number for security. He didn’t know the security guard beyond awkward hellos in the hall and the less awkward giving of frequent tips, including five hundred dollars last Christmas. What if the man was some kind of kiddie advocate? What if he’d been abused by his father or his priest? The world was full of whiners, crying about what happened to them in their childhood. Unfortunately, even a 275-pound security guard might turn out to be one of them.




The boy stood with his arms crossed, watching Matthew. Matthew was watching him, too, and suddenly he remembered the kid’s name. He’d introduced himself last night in the elevator. His manner had been surprisingly formal. “I’m Danny, sir. Thank you so much for helping us.”




Matthew smiled as it hit him that the kid was bluffing. He told him so, looking straight into his eyes. “You won’t do it because you want to be better than your mother. She’s the liar, not you.”




“Whatever you say,” Danny said, smirking like a monkey. A clever monkey; Matthew had to give him that. “But I’m gonna do whatever I have to do for Isabelle. If that means putting you in jail until they can prove you didn’t have sex with me? Guess you’d miss your plane and all, but if you don’t care about that, then—”




“All right, all right, Jesus Christ!” Matthew banged down the receiver. It was 6:49; he had to go. “But you better get out of here before I get on that plane or—”




“I swear we’ll leave as soon as she has a chance to sleep. Just tell me how to lock the door.”




“It locks automatically. All you have to do is shut it when you get the hell out.” As he walked back into the main room, he was still yelling, “Because once I’m on the plane, I’m calling security. I’ll tell them the whole story and you can try your sex lie; be my guest. I’m sure they’ll realize you’re a little shit long before I’m back in the country.”




He glanced at the baby girl as he walked to the closet for his coat. She did look so peaceful lying there, and she had a beautiful face, just as he remembered. For a split second, he felt sorry for her and her lying brother, but then he realized he still hadn’t found his phone. When he asked Danny if his mother had taken that, too, the kid sighed and nodded.




“I really am sorry, mister.”




“Not as sorry as I am,” Matthew said, walking to the door. “And not half as sorry as you’re going to be if you aren’t gone before the police arrive.”




Of course he was furious; he had too many problems to deal with this mess. And he didn’t want homeless people in his house, but as he reminded himself as he stepped on the elevator, who would?















CHAPTER TWO





A Knight’s Tale










The boy who’d called himself Danny never used his real name. He hated his real name, and he couldn’t use it anyway, since it didn’t work as well. “Timmy,” he’d discovered, was best for old people; “Jacob,” for women, but also sympathetic-looking men; and his personal favorite, “Danny,” for rich men and teenage girls. (Nothing he’d tried so far worked with teenage boys, and he usually ran away from them.) His mother said she wished she’d named him Daniel, since he loved that name so much. “Or maybe Richard,” she said, smiling. She had the softest blue eyes. “Because he had a lion’s heart, just like my son.”




This was the way his mother talked whenever she wasn’t sick. He used to fall in love with her all over again within hours after she got her medicine. He was a little boy then; he thought her medicine came from doctors, like the pink stuff he had to take whenever he had an ear infection. This was back when her habit wasn’t as strong and she could work hard and still afford three weeks of drugs and their one-bedroom apartment. But the fourth week, she was always sick with what she called the flu. Sometimes she would get fired during that week, but she always got another job once she got better. He was able to go to kindergarten and first grade like a normal kid. Mrs. Greenly, his first-grade teacher, told him he was smart, but she told everybody that. He hoped it was true, so he could eventually figure out a way to teach Isabelle to read and print and do basic arithmetic. You couldn’t get by in the world without reading street signs and counting the quarters and nickels and dimes people gave you. You had to know how much you could buy with $3.12, which meant figuring taxes, unless you could find a clerk who would cut you a break, but those people were few and far between. You couldn’t rely on them. You couldn’t rely on anyone but yourself.




Danny wasn’t afraid of being without a roof over his head—that was the way knights had always lived. He wasn’t afraid of rain or snow or sun so hot it burned his cheeks and chin. Most of all, he wasn’t afraid of the dark, because the dark meant fewer people, and people were the one thing that still frightened him. Most of them were mean and in a hurry and disgusted with poor people, if not downright cruel. And then there were cops and social workers and intake clerks at rehab who were always threatening to take Danny and Isabelle away from their mother, which Danny feared more than anything, because then they would take his sister away from him.




He’d met all kinds of foster kids, and they were almost never with their sisters or brothers. Not if there was a big difference in their ages. Not if they were of different races. And there was no chance at all if one of the kids was normal and the other could barely walk or speak at three years old.




Danny considered himself lucky to have been born before his mother started on drugs. He was wrong about this; she’d started when she was only seventeen years old, though of course she didn’t admit that to him. She didn’t admit anything about the drugs until after Isabelle was born, when he knew something was wrong with his sister. Her tiny arms and legs shook all the time. His mom’s legs shook only when they were out of money again. The needles made his mom’s legs stop shaking. Somehow, his mom’s needles had done this to his sister; he was sure of it.




When she finally confessed that it was true, he realized he wasn’t going to fall in love with his mother anymore. He would love her, because he couldn’t help that, but he wouldn’t be taken in by all her smiles and laughs and beautiful stories about the past and the future. Even as his mom cried and begged God to forgive her for hurting the baby, Danny was promising himself that he would never forgive her for this, not as long as he lived.




He was seven years old then, living in an abandoned car by the train tracks. He’d dropped out of second grade when they lost the tiny apartment, but he didn’t mind the car. Every day his mother would leave him with Isabelle, but only after his sister’s morning feeding, so he wouldn’t have to light the propane burner to heat up a bottle of formula. As he watched his mother walk away, he would pick up little Isabelle and hold her tightly to his chest so she could feel his heart beat, hoping it would calm her like the tick of the alarm clock had calmed the kitten they’d had for a few weeks when they lived in the apartment. If that didn’t work, he would rock her and sing song after song, all the ones his mother had taught him over the years. His mother had such a sweet, clear voice that he almost believed her when she told him her favorite story from the past, the one where she’d come close to becoming a famous singer. Sometimes when he sang to Isabelle, he would change the song’s words, like his mom always did, but instead of “Momma gonna buy you a mockingbird,” he would sing, “Danny’s gonna buy you a parakeet.” He didn’t know what a mockingbird was, but it sounded mean.




His mother always came back before it was time for the second feeding, even if all she’d managed to scrounge was some food or another layer of clothing from Goodwill. She didn’t want to be away from Isabelle for too long, fearing what would happen to the sick newborn. They even stayed in shelters when it got cold, which normally Danny’s mom hated because there were all kinds of rules to follow and, she said, the people who worked there looked down on her for being an addict. “Of course none of them can tell me how to quit,” she said. “None of them are offering me a place to go where I can really get clean.”




This was the one thing Danny knew about his mother—she did want to quit using drugs. This was why he knew he’d never be able to hate her: because he’d seen her try again and again to stop. She’d tried cold turkey hundreds of times, usually when she ran out, but sometimes when she just decided to give it up. Danny would wake in the morning and find her with her eyes watering and her nose running, always the first signs that she was getting sick. “I threw it all away. I have to get you and your sister out of this mess. I’m going to get a job and an apartment so you can go back to school. Wouldn’t you like that, honey? You could meet some friends.”




Part of him knew it would never happen, but another part of him, deep in his chest, felt lighter, like a hand had just reached inside him to hold up the weight of his heart. Each and every stupid time. He always felt like a fool when his mother inevitably failed again, usually within hours of the nausea starting. Even the detox places couldn’t help because the free ones were always seventy-two hours, and seventy-two hours wasn’t enough to make his mom get better. She’d come out still throwing up, sometimes as often as every fifteen minutes. When she tried to go back in, the detox place said there wasn’t an open bed; she’d have to go to the ER. The ER was out; his mom had been arrested the last time she went there, and Danny had barely managed to escape with Isabelle before the cops took them away, too. By the time his mom finally broke down and got more drugs, she would be so dehydrated she’d have trouble finding a vein and have to sniff the stuff until she could hold down Gatorade. Yeah, he knew about Gatorade for dehydration, and he knew about Emetrol, too. His mom had tried everything to stop vomiting, but nothing seemed to work except the stuff in the needles.




The winter after Isabelle was born, his mom stopped being pretty. She’d lost too much weight and she was always dirty, refusing to wash when the rain bucket was full, saying it was too cold, or even to clean up when Danny offered her one of Isabelle’s precious baby wipes. She looked like a homeless person, which just made it harder, since no one would believe her when she said she needed money for food or diapers, even when it was true. By the time Isabelle was a year old, all the begging fell to Danny, but, luckily, he knew that providing for the weak was part of a knight’s job. Of course a knight had to be dignified about it, too. He couldn’t just come right out and beg for food. That was beneath him; plus, it wasn’t smart. Danny could tell it made people nervous, knowing they were looking at someone too poor to eat, at least if that someone was an eight-year-old kid holding a one-year-old. After a few hungry days, he discovered that what he really needed to ask for wasn’t food or diapers or even money, but train fare.




Over the next month or so, he developed an elaborate story about his mom taking him and his sister shopping at the Gallery, but then losing sight of her. “It was all my fault,” he’d say, sniffing like he was holding back tears. “She told me to stand right by the fountain, but I saw this toy car and I walked away with Isabelle. When I got back, I couldn’t find her anywhere.” Before the person could say a word, he would stand up straighter, square his skinny shoulders, and add, “But my dad taught me what to do if this ever happened. You know, like in a 9/11 attack or something. Dad said to go to the train station and buy tickets for Isabelle and me on the R5 and then get off at Ardmore Station. Our house is only a block from there. I know how to walk home, too, ’cause Dad taught me.”




So far, so good, as long as he and Isabelle were reasonably clean (face and hands washed, no heavy body odor) and he was in the vicinity of Suburban Station, where he liked to be anyway, since the big companies with lots of employees were around there. He’d learned how to pick out people who were comfortable in the city, people who knew that kids rode trains all the time, even if most of those kids were older than Danny. He’d learned not to be too close to the Gallery, or some lady might try to force him back to the mall, thinking they could just have a security guard page his missing mom. He’d also learned that it had to be his dad’s advice to take the train, since when he used Mom instead people mumbled that his mom was harsh and suggested calling either his parents or the police—in which case he said no thanks and took off. The house in Ardmore was trial and error, discovered after a bunch of other towns didn’t work. He wasn’t sure why; maybe because they didn’t have houses a block from the train station. The 9/11 part he never would have thought of, but it was handed to him by a stooped old guy who said, “I bet your dad taught you that in case of another terrorist stunt like 9/11. You can never be too prepared. Your dad is one smart fellow.”




The final touch was all his own idea, and it was the best part. He would take a toy car out of his pocket and force out the tears, sputtering, “But now I can’t do what Dad told me, because I spent the emergency train fare he gave me on this.” Almost everyone who’d stayed with him this far—and Danny told the whole story very quickly, knowing most people can walk away from pleas for help without a second thought—would hand over the train fare. Sometimes they gave him ten or even twenty dollars extra, “just in case.”




The toy car was back in his pocket before anyone could get a good look at it, but that just made it seem like Danny didn’t care about the dumb old car anymore, which happened to be true. He hated that car because he’d stolen it. This was before he’d sworn himself in as a knight, but it was still embarrassing to him. The code was to steal only when absolutely necessary, meaning food, clothing, shelter, or medicine. Since his story was a lie, his begging was stealing, too, and he knew it, but it was okay as long as he used the money only for necessities. The only toy he had ever let himself buy with the train fare money was Isabelle’s stuffed elephant. He bought it because she wouldn’t let go of it, but also because it had a string on its back that you could pull and make it say things. He figured she’d learn some words that way. He was wrong, but even his mom said it was a good idea. Somehow Isabelle had to learn to talk.




Of course Danny wanted all kinds of things for himself, but most of them he could put out of his mind by reminding himself that toys were for kids. It helped that he didn’t really feel like a kid anymore, partly because he had to work so hard to get money for his mom and his sister, but mainly because he was the only person in the house who tried to clean the toilet and bathtub or even dumped the trash can before it overflowed.




Isabelle was fourteen months old when his mom suddenly found a place for them to live. “And it’s free,” she said. “All we have to do is walk over there and move right in.” Danny was glad to get out of the abandoned car, but he wondered what kind of house could cost nothing. He found out when they got there. The tiny yard had junk all over it, half the windows were boarded up, and the front door was split at the bottom, like someone had tried to kick it in. But Danny was relieved, figuring his mom might have lucked out and really found a house no one else wanted. Too bad it wasn’t true. The house already had lots of people living there—so many that Danny never learned half of their names. It didn’t help that new people were always moving in just as people he’d gotten used to decided to leave, or “split,” as they called it. Almost everyone who lived there used needles like his mom; the only ones who didn’t were babies and kids. Danny was terrified of these people and he begged his mom to move back to the car, even though it was October and already getting cold again, but she said it had been towed. When he walked over a few days later, he was surprised to discover that she wasn’t lying; the car was gone.




So they weren’t homeless anymore and, really, the house wasn’t as bad as it looked on the outside. It didn’t have much heat, but it did have running water and flushing toilets and a microwave oven someone brought and an old TV, though no refrigerator or stove. The lights were off a lot, but when they had power, it was like a party and everyone made bags of popcorn in the microwave and sat on the floor, huddling around the space heaters, watching the one channel they could get on the TV, the one with Eyewitness News , which Danny liked because it taught him so many useful things about the city. For example, though he’d already been to most sections of Center City—Society Hill, Queen Village, Old City, Northern Liberties, the Art Museum area, Rittenhouse Square— Eyewitness Newstaught him that West Philadelphia wasn’t a slum, like his mom always said, but a place with the richest college in town, the University of Pennsylvania. He wouldn’t have been on the Walnut Street Bridge that night if he hadn’t known this. His plan was to find a rich college student coming back late to the dorms. He was going to tell this college student the truth: that his sister was sick and he needed money for a cheap hotel, just for a day or two. The power was off again at the house, and even though he’d managed to find enough branches to keep a fire going in the fireplace, it was still way too cold there for Isabelle to get well.




His mom had insisted on coming with them because it was so late, even though she was out of drugs. Everyone in the house seemed to be out of drugs that week; Danny wasn’t sure why, but he knew all that sickness had to be bad for his sister. That was the other reason he was determined to get her out of there. Someone was always in the bathroom, and he couldn’t even get in to wash the vomit off Isabelle’s face and hands.




When the rich man offered to help them, Danny was stunned. He was almost sure the guy was on something, but it still didn’t make sense because, from everything he’d seen, being on drugs didn’t make a person more likely to help anyone. Before the man passed out, Danny’s plan was to take the Emetrol and Gatorade and then ask him for the hotel money, which he was pretty sure the guy would have given him. He would never have dreamed of asking to spend the night in the man’s apartment. Even the most sympathetic people wouldn’t offer to let Danny and Isabelle stay in their house, not for a night, not even for an hour.




He was still planning to ask for hotel money in the morning, when the man woke up, but by then his mother had changed everything by stealing from him. Isabelle was sleeping so peacefully, but he still would have picked her up and left with his mom if only she’d given him enough of the stolen cash to pay for a hotel. When she wouldn’t give it to him, he told her she’d have to leave without them. She cried and said he didn’t trust her. “What has happened to you? I’m your mom. With all this money, I can find us an apartment. I have enough here for a down payment and the rent for months!”




They argued for a while, but he wouldn’t budge and finally she left, saying she’d be back in the morning and prove he was wrong; she’d come by and get them and take them to their new home. He didn’t believe any of it. He blamed himself for bringing his mom along in the first place. He’d been worried that she’d just lie on the riverbank and freeze to death, but he had to learn to harden his heart to her, somehow, if he was ever going to protect Isabelle. What if the man really had called the security guard and the police? His sister might have ended up in some home for retarded kids where no one cared for her, and no one even saw how special she was. And Isabelle wasn’t retarded anyway; he always wanted to punch kids who called her that. She was slow in some ways, but she was thinking a lot, he was sure. She laughed at jokes and even tried to make some herself, without words. Even his mom said Isabelle was “funny as all get-out,” which was one of her phrases from childhood. She’d grown up in the South: a small town outside of Memphis. Danny wasn’t sure why “all get-out” would be funny, but he knew what his mom meant.




If it weren’t for Eyewitness News , he wouldn’t have known that some grown-ups like to have sex with kids, and he wouldn’t have known how horrible everyone thought grown-ups like that were. He felt like a creep using that to threaten the guy, but he knew he didn’t have a choice. Even if the man would have given him the money for a hotel at that point, just to get rid of them, there was no money left because his mom had taken it all. There was no time to go to an ATM, either, because he was going to Japan, which Danny knew was a long way from here, but still, he planned on keeping his word. As soon as Isabelle woke up, they would leave. She was obviously feeling better because she hadn’t vomited all night; the Emetrol must have done the trick. He’d find some food in the kitchen, and then he’d walk out of there forever. They’d go back to the house, where they’d probably find that his mom had blown all the cash she stole getting drugs for everyone. She was always generous like that.




In the meantime, he figured it wouldn’t hurt to tiptoe around and take in all the wonders of this place, the most beautiful house he’d ever seen, better than any TV apartment, so large it was like the inside of a castle. There was an entire wall of enormous windows. A ceiling that went up so high, it was like some giant lived here. A bathroom large enough for a giant, larger than the room where he and Isabelle and his mom slept with six or seven other people. An enormous tub and, across from it, a shower in a box all by itself, made of glass that was so clean you could see the on/off handles sparkling without even opening the door. If there was a door—Danny didn’t see one, and he wondered how you got in the box. Maybe there was a button that made one of the glass walls evaporate. Anything could happen in a place as fantastic as this.




In the kitchen, he looked up to see dozens of gleaming pans hanging from the ceiling. A case of knives that all looked serious enough to stab someone, though he figured they were just for cutting thick food. Dozens and dozens of white electric gadgets; Danny didn’t know what most of them did. He gently opened the cabinets, looking for food, but there wasn’t as much as he expected. He did find a box of Premium crackers, which he knew would be good for Isabelle since she’d been sick. Then he kept looking until he found a drawer with a loaf of bread. He took out two slices, hoping to make himself a sandwich, but the refrigerator didn’t have any meat slices or cheese. He couldn’t even find any peanut butter, so he ended up eating the bread by itself—an “air sandwich,” as his mom called it. He also found some fancy cookies that tasted like ginger and ate about a dozen of them.




The desk where his mom found all the money was right out in the open, in what the man had called the “loft area” but his mom called the living room. Probably because the desk was too big to fit anywhere else in the place. The top was as big as the double doors that led to the kitchen. The chair was big, too, but not big enough to let the man reach the far side of the desk, where a bunch of magazines were stacked up, all with weird names. Danny had a library card and he read at night when Isabelle was asleep, whenever he had batteries for his flashlight, but he had no idea what a lot of these words meant.




When Danny sat down in the chair, he was just planning to watch the big screen change pictures while he waited for Isabelle. He knew this was called a computer monitor, and the thin gray thing attached to it was a computer. It was the man’s second computer, actually; Danny had noticed another one peeking out of the top of his black bag before he zipped it up and left. To most people the pictures on this screen might have been boring, but to Danny, just watching them shift and change was interesting enough to keep him sitting quietly for ten minutes. He loved watching the word Research dissolve and be replaced by Innovation , even if he didn’t know what Innovation was. He wasn’t sure about Integrity, either, but he knew it was all some kind of math when he saw the big orange block containing an equal sign. He waited through several more pictures before the screen finally put it all together:ASTOR-DENNING. RESEARCH +INNOVATION +INTEGRITY =ENHANCING HEALTH ,SAVING LIVES .




He’d been very good at math in first grade, but they hadn’t gotten around to how you add words together. He smiled at how cool the idea was. Everything here was so cool that he thought the man was the luckiest guy on the planet. He even liked him more because he had all this great stuff and because Danny had a hunch he’d gotten all this from that weird equation. Maybe the guy was even saving lives, which would mean he deserved to have a palace, like any good king. No wonder he had to protect this place from strangers. Danny was relieved his mom hadn’t thought to take the computer. She would have pawned it without even knowing it contained the equation, and maybe been responsible for killing someone.




After Danny finally grew tired of the pictures on the screen, he noticed something else hanging off the side of the gray computer. He couldn’t believe it had taken him so long to see this beautiful thing. It was the one thing in the world that was absolutely irresistible to him.




He’d thought about it for months, wanting one so bad, even though he knew it was as unnecessary as a toy. He’d reminded himself over and over that he couldn’t steal one, no matter how easy it would be. And it would be so easy—that was the hardest part. Though it cost hundreds of dollars, it was so small he could drop it in his pocket and run before whoever he’d taken it from even noticed it was gone. And people treated theirs so casually. Every day, he saw these treasures hanging out of backpacks and purses; once, he even spotted one sitting all alone on the bottom step of a fire escape. That one he would have taken if its owner hadn’t remembered to come back for it right as Danny made up his mind that it didn’t belong to anyone now, so it wasn’t stealing.




Obsessing about this stupid thing had made him so miserable that he wished he’d never discovered it. If only he hadn’t let that teenage girl talk him into listening to it. The girl had just given him thirty-two dollars, though she said she didn’t believe his train fare story. Probably because he didn’t have Isabelle with him; it never worked as well when his sister wasn’t there. That day she had a doctor’s appointment, and his mom had promised she’d take his sister to the clinic for all her shots. His mom wasn’t sick, so he knew she’d do it.




“But hey,” the girl said, smiling, “I know you need money and I don’t; my parents are loaded. So here, I’ll give you whatever I have.”




She had long golden hair, just like a princess. He thought she was the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen, even if she did talk too loud. He must have stepped back from her voice because she laughed and said, “Sorry. I’m shouting over Radiohead. God, I love that band. Ever heard them?”




“No.”




She pulled tiny white plugs from her ears and handed them to him. “Check it out.”




“I better not.” He wasn’t sure how to work the plugs. The only headphones he’d seen people use were much bigger, probably because this kind was too small to notice unless you stared at someone, which Danny never did. It put people off to be stared at.




“Come on, don’t be scared. I’m not going to bite you, even though I am a girl.”




“I’m not scared,” he said, lifting his chin. “I just don’t want to bother you.”




“It won’t bother me, it will make me happy.” She smiled her radiant, straight-teeth smile. “Knowing I taught a little kid about the best band in the world.” When he still hesitated, she said, “Consider it your way of repaying me, okay?”




He couldn’t let her put the white plugs in for him; he didn’t want her to see how dirty his ears were. He figured out how to use the earphones easily enough, and when he was finished listening, he remembered to wipe the plugs on his jacket sleeve to remove any wax. He didn’t want to be disgusting to this girl. For some reason, his usual knight’s excuse of spending too much time traveling outdoors, without access to daily baths and other civilized things, didn’t comfort him the way it always had before. Standing with this perfect girl, none of that even seemed real.




The total time he’d listened to the music was probably no more than a minute. One of the girl’s friends had come along and told her that it was time to go back in, lunch was over. They were students at a school near Suburban Station called Friends Select, where Danny loved to hang out. Most of the kids were really nice, even those who didn’t give him any money.




One minute, but it was enough. He couldn’t get his mind off that white music-making box. Before the end of the day, he knew what it was called. He’d even seen it in a commercial with people dancing, but he hadn’t paid attention then. Now it was a word he noticed everywhere, a word he loved as much as he’d ever loved crown and sword and knights and honor. iPod.




He wanted one more than he’d ever wanted a home. If only he had an iPod, he wouldn’t have to listen to the people in their house cry and moan when they ran out of drugs. He wouldn’t have to listen to the screaming all around the neighborhood. He wouldn’t even have to listen to people who didn’t believe him and yelled that he was supposed to be in school, not panhandling on the street. “I got my own kids to feed. Tell your mom and dad to get off their lazy asses and get a job, like everybody else.”




The iPod would fill the whole world with music, and everything in his life would be different. Maybe he would make it play sad music to get him in the mood for tears, when necessary. Or he could have it play happy music when he was trudging home and Isabelle seemed so heavy. He could even play Big music when he was looking at the whole city from 30th Street Station, and the Big music would remind him he could do anything, just like it did for the boxer in the only movie he could remember seeing, a movie set in Philly called Rocky that they’d shown every night in the homeless shelter. His mom said Rocky was supposed to inspire them to get off the streets and find work.




Naturally, the man had an iPod; he had everything. When Danny picked up the white beauty, connected by a cord to the computer, his only conscious thought was to listen to it until Isabelle woke up. He’d already heard her stirring, so he knew it wouldn’t be long. He had to take this chance now, while he still could.




He hoped he wasn’t about to steal the man’s iPod, but he couldn’t be sure. If the iPod hadn’t lit up when he touched it and told himDO NOT DISCONNECT , he might have figured out how to get the wire off, he might have slipped it in his pocket. Instead, he let go immediately, afraid an alarm was about to go off. Then he jumped in his seat as the computer screen suddenly came to life. The shifting pictures were gone, and in their place was a box with hundreds and hundreds of numbers. Above the box it said Microsoft Excel. Next to it was another, smaller box that repeated the warning not to disconnect the iPod. But most noticeable of all was that the computer had started talking to him.




He understood the first word, hello , but after that it was all gibberish except the word hola , which some of his mom’s friends used. After a minute or two, he heard another regular English sentence, “How are you? I’m fine, thank you,” followed by more gibberish. The pattern continued, English, gibberish, until he figured out that all the gibberish must be words in other languages. The clue was that each gibberish sentence had a different accent. He recognized the Italian accent from the Rocky movie. He recognized the Spanish accent from a woman his mom knew. Why he recognized the Japanese he wasn’t sure, but that made him guess the man had been listening to this to learn how to say things on his trips.




He was just deciding that the guy might not be all that smart—his mom knew lots of Spanish, just from having friends; shouldn’t the man already know hello in Japanese if he was flying there?—when he heard a sound that made him spin around so fast he hit his shin on the leg of the desk. It was Isabelle’s voice, and it was so loud that he thought she’d fallen off the couch. But no, she was sitting up, looking at him, making the same loud sound over and over. “Chow! Chow! Chow!”




He knew she didn’t mean food, but he had to wait for the whole thing to start from the beginning again before he could figure out what the word meant. It was her first word other than constant nos and the rare yes , and of course he was thrilled. Even if it was in Italian, it was still hello. And she was smiling at him like she meant it.




During the next hour, while he was feeding her crackers and giving her sips of Gatorade, the tape kept playing. Danny wasn’t sure how to stop it, and he was glad he didn’t because Isabelle got two more words before she put her hand out, meaning she was full. One of the words was from the middle of a sentence and Danny couldn’t tell what it meant or even what language it was, but the other one was you . And she said it over and over, pointing at him all the while.




He wasn’t surprised she knew what it meant; she’d understood language for a long time. But that she could talk, well, that was a miracle. It had to be, because a mean nurse at the clinic had told his mom, “It will take a miracle for your daughter to suddenly start speaking.”




That this miracle came from the computer with the equation made the little hairs on Danny’s arms stand up as he wondered what else this computer could do. How could he leave before he found out how many more words Isabelle could learn? And what about the other things in this apartment? What if this magical place even held the key to fixing his sister?




Of course the security guard was still a problem. For all he knew, the man was calling him right now. Somehow, Danny needed a way to stay here without anybody finding them. He thought for a moment, until he remembered the guy’s bedroom. As he was wandering around the apartment, he’d noticed something in that room. He picked up Isabelle and headed in that direction, squinting his eyes the way he always did when he was hoping hard that this time, something good would actually work out.















CHAPTER THREE





Matthew’s No-Good, Very Bad Day










While Danny was examining Matthew’s bedroom, Matthew himself was on a plane to Chicago—where he had a short layover before he boarded the flight to Tokyo—drinking his second cup of bad airplane coffee, trying to decipher a cryptic but clearly panicked email from his assistant, Cassie. He’d tried to call her from the pay-as-you-go-phone he’d picked up in the Philly airport, but he never got through. He suspected that she was frantically dialing his cell, wondering why he wasn’t answering since he always answered her calls unless he was in the air or with a client, and she knew his schedule perfectly so she knew that until 8:27 that morning, neither of those was true. Takeoff at 8:37 meant cell phones off at 8:27, which always annoyed Matthew since he thought the evidence that cell phones caused navigation problems at any point during a flight was unconvincing and probably paid for by the maker of those overpriced, ugly, seat-back-mounted phones. Which of course he still tried to use, repeatedly, to reach Cassie or Cassie’s assistant, Geoff, or any of the managers in his division, but no one was answering—if the piece of shit was even dialing his office, which he couldn’t be sure of since the calls just rang and rang rather than switching over to voice mail.




Writing cryptic emails was part of Cassie’s job, to avoid creating an audit trail for anything beyond the mundane. But obviously the point was to make the meaning indecipherable to everyone except Matthew.




“Hello, Dr. Connelly. I’ve heard Tokyo may be having bad weather. Perhaps you should reschedule your trip. I’ll be in at 6:30 to discuss alternate flight plans. If you like, I can schedule you for a lunch today at Bookbinders. The email server keeps going down, so it would be best to call me directly about this. Cassie.”




She always called him Matthew, but he insisted on Dr. Connelly for emails to hide how closely they worked together, in case he was ever in trouble, so she wouldn’t go down with him. Bad weather in Tokyo was obviously a problem in Japan, but a problem wouldn’t mean rescheduling the trip, but rather going there immediately, as Matthew already was. The email server lie was fairly standard procedure, but it did mean that the problem was too delicate to discuss in even the most cryptic of emails. The six-thirty arrival was the real sign that she was panicking, as Cassie had kids (two or three, he wasn’t sure), and she wouldn’t come in at that hour unless something was seriously wrong. The other sign was the Bookbinders lunch date, which was code that his boss, Walter Healy, wanted to meet with him—but that had to be Cassie going over the edge and forgetting what lunch at Bookbinders meant. Everyone on his staff knew that Walter was in Paris, where he was the keynote speaker at a European Union conference.




His second cup of crap coffee finished, he found himself worrying what could be so wrong in Tokyo that Cassie had decided he shouldn’t make the trip. That idiotic TV show had been shown on every channel in the country? Picked up by all the newspapers and radio stations? The Japanese government had decided to hold emergency hearings? Even so, Matthew would have gone there to protect his billion-dollar baby. He had nothing to worry about; all the Galvenar safety data in his PowerPoint presentation had been extensively verified by statisticians, not to mention by the “geniuses” at the FDA.




His mind wandered to Ben and Amelia then, and before long he’d fallen asleep, waking up only when the plane landed. Waiting for him at his gate was the PR rep, Dorothy Hilton, an older gal (really older, not older like forty) known for her immensely reassuring presence, her knowledge of Japanese and several other languages, and her endless ability to sling intelligent-sounding bullshit. Her firm was the top of the line for pharmaceutical PR, and Matthew was glad to see her smiling. Dorothy Hilton would not be grinning if there were a problem in Tokyo. “Nothing new,” she said, and showed him a thick file of downloaded Japanese newspapers. No news is good news, as she said.




Meaning Cassie knew something about Japan that this PR expert didn’t? Highly unlikely. So what was she talking about? Jesus, why couldn’t he get through to anyone? Was Astor-Denning on fire? He finally decided to call the company’s main number and asked the receptionist to connect him with anybody on the third floor, building B.




“Could you be more specific, sir? We have more than a hundred people on that floor.”




“I’m aware of that. And any one of them will know who I am, so just put me through to someone you know is in today. The higher up the better.”




“Fine,” she said snippily. Maybe he had sounded a little pissed off. He was about to apologize, but then he found himself transferred, and the phone was ringing. When he heard the click to voice mail he was relieved, but then he heard his own voice. The receptionist had put him through to himself. Fuck.




Dorothy had gotten him a latte and a bagel at Starbucks, accepting without question the strange fact that he didn’t have any cash or his ATM card. She sat down and repeated her reassurance that the receptionist’s busy signal when he tried to call again (and again and again) wasn’t worrying. “Our trip is going to be a dazzling success. It’s all good.”




He tore off a chunk of the bagel and wondered why PR people always repeated themselves, like good kindergarten teachers making sure everyone understood. For instance, “It’s all good,” which had been repeated so often it was an annoying cliché. All good? Then how come I’m sitting on an ugly blue plastic bolted-to-the-ground chair in Chicago, about to board a fourteen-hour flight? How come I feel like I’ve just been run over by a bus? How come I can’t get through to my assistant, or her assistant, or anybody in my department? How come I couldn’t think fast enough last night to get out of doing an illegal drug that caused me to get robbed? How come I let homeless people take over the only place I can really relax, my citadel against all the slings and arrows, my personal little castle complete with security system moat, my home sweet home?




Of course the scheming boy and the sick girl he’d left in his apartment had been bugging him all morning. His plan had been to explain what happened to Cassie—all of it, including the E—and then get her to deal with the security guard and social services or whoever would get them out of his house. In the cold fluorescent light of the airport, it was abundantly obvious that no sane person would believe he’d let two homeless kids in just to be nice . Hell, he wouldn’t believe it himself if he hadn’t done it. So calling the security guard, knowing the boy would bring up the sex allegation, was out of the question. He could imagine the headline:ASTOR-DENNING VICE PRESIDENT A PEDOPHILE ? Better to have his entire place ransacked by the addict mom and all her addict friends than risk that nuclear-sized disaster.




He hoped that the kid wasn’t lying and they were already gone. It was possible, if unlikely. If only he had some way to find out. Too bad he hadn’t gone to any of the building parties and had ignored all his neighbors’ attempts to be friends. Too bad he didn’t have a wife or at least a live-in girlfriend. The girlfriend could handle all this for him, not to mention that the pedophile story wouldn’t be as compelling if he wasn’t a forty-year-old man, living alone, never married. It sounded bad even to him. In his thirties, he had been considered a player, but suddenly, at forty, he found himself nailing the profile of a sicko who hit on little kids. The march of time: inevitable, inexorable, inescapable—whatever word you used, it really sucked.




He’d always thought he would be married someday, but later, when he had time to think about finding someone who wasn’t the beautiful-but-dumb type he always found himself in bed with. Marrying one of those women was out of the question; he couldn’t even stand them after a few weeks (or, more often, after one night), when he realized they had no idea what he was talking about. The only woman he’d ever lived with and thought he loved was Amelia. She wasn’t traditionally beautiful, but she was beautiful to him and incredibly smart—and look how well that worked out. She not only hated his guts, but she’d used every opportunity to make his life miserable for years . Everyone in his office was afraid of the woman, and no wonder: she was considered one of the most vocal critics of American pharmaceutical companies. Even Walter, a soft-spoken southern gentleman, had called Amelia Johannsen a “vicious bitch” and some other things that Matthew himself, no gentleman at all, really, was too much of a gentleman to repeat.




But Walter had forgiven Miss Johannsen for all her numerous affronts against Astor-Denning when an entire year and then another passed without one peep out of her about Galvenar. Of course she kept up her diatribes against Big Pharma in general and AD specifically, but she never said one public word about their baby, which was an unprecedented stroke of something—could it be luck? Walter even asked Matthew if he was sleeping with her, which would have been funny if Matthew hadn’t already tried that a few years ago and found it most definitely did not work. If anything, trying to get back together with Amelia was the stupidest thing he’d ever done, but he’d learned his lesson from that fiasco. This time around, he’d come up with something much more effective.
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