
  
    [image: The Year of the Crocodile]
  


  
    
      The Year of the Crocodile

      a Cyclone series short story

    

    
      
        Courtney Milan

      

    

  


  
    Contents

    
      
        
          About The Year of the Crocodile
        

      

      
        
          1.
          TINA
        

        
          2.
          ADAM
        

        
          3.
          ADAM
        

      

      
        
          Note
        

        
          Thank you!
        

      

      
        
          Hold Me: Excerpt
        

      

      
        
          Other Books by Courtney
        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      The Year of the Crocodile

      
        The Cyclone Series, Book #1.5

        Tina & Blake, with a bit of Adam

      

      
        Tina Chen and Blake Reynolds have been together for almost a year. In that time, they’ve grown closer on just about every front. The one exception? Blake’s father has never let anything stop him. Tina’s parents have never let anyone push them around. And they’ve never met.

        

        That’s about to change. But don’t worry—fireworks are traditional at Chinese New Years.

        

        Note: This short story (10,000 words) assumes you’ve read Trade Me already.

      

      
        The Cyclone Series Reading Order

        Trade Me

        Hold Me

        Find Me

        What Lies Between Me and You

        Keep Me

        Show Me

      

      Want to make sure you get my next book? Sign up for my new release email list at http://www.courtneymilan.com.
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        February, eleven months later

      

      I feel like a walnut rattling around in a mason jar up here in the expensive part of the plane. The seats are a little too wide and the flight attendant a little too helpful. He took my coat when I got on board. He’s offered me champagne and refilled my iced tea three times in the last hour. All this subtle attention isn’t unpleasant, but it leaves me on edge. I’m used to being anonymous and unseen. Now, I feel like everyone is looking at me.

      This is what happens when I let my boyfriend buy me plane tickets.

      Truth is, even flying home seems like an unspeakable luxury. Every time I’ve made the trip down to Southern California from Berkeley, it was by car—either my parents’ aging Volvo or a ride that I picked up on a ride share forum. More recently, I’ve traded shifts driving with my boyfriend.

      But here’s the thing. My boyfriend is Blake Reynolds.

      I sneak a glance over at him. He’s tall and thin, but over the eleven months of our relationship, his thin has fleshed out into a mere lanky. He’s still scruffy—our flight left early enough that he skipped shaving—and his stubble is a shade darker than the messy blond hair he’s sporting.

      He’s concentrating on his laptop.

      It isn’t school stuff. If Blake spends more than an hour or two on his college coursework a week, I haven’t noticed. He’s doing Cyclone work. Of late, he’s been tinkering with things for his dad’s company more and more. And no surprise; Cyclone is a huge part of his life. It’s the source of the wealth that had him buying these plane tickets without so much as a blink of an eye.

      Blake has lost himself in whatever he’s working on. When he’s intent on a problem, he gets this look of intense concentration in his eyes—this steel-blue well of determination that reminds me of his father. Blake frowns at the screen and taps his fingers against the armrest, as if he could vanquish whatever problem he’s been presented with by means of a single, well-placed curse word.

      The flight attendant brings warmed mixed nuts.

      “No, thanks,” Blake says absently.

      “Blake.” Just one word. A light touch of my hand against his wrist.

      He blinks. He comes back to himself from behind his laptop screen, inhaling, looking around his surroundings almost blearily, like a zombie brought back to consciousness. He glances at me, then focuses on the ceramic container that the attendant holds out.

      “Uh, right. I changed my mind.” He gives the attendant a bright smile. “Thanks.”

      He shuts his laptop, slides it into the seat pocket in front of him, and picks up the nuts. He’s not really a picky eater, but he does take his time about things. He examines an almond, as if selecting precisely the right nut is a matter of grave importance, and pops it in his mouth.

      “Habit,” he tells me.

      Habit indeed. I can measure his changing habits by his wrists.

      “You doing okay? I didn’t mean to ignore you. There was just a little fire to put out, and I got sidetracked into…” He trails off and frowns. “Son of a bitch. That’s what my dad would do. Am I turning into my dad?”

      I hold out a hand. “Definitely not. See? No shaking. I’m not scared witless. So you’re not your dad.”

      God, his smile rocks me back. His smile broke me first, that bright splash of warmth that thawed all my secret fears. When he smiles, I can’t help but smile in return.

      “Besides,” I continue, “I’ve ignored you for work, before, too.”

      “True.” He shrugs. “And it’s just a flight.”

      Just a flight. “To you. I’ve never flown first class before.”

      He shrugs. “You still haven’t. This is business, and it’s basically business lite. Domestic business is sketchy as hell.”

      My eyebrows rise.

      “I’m just saying.” He chooses a cashew. “Twenty years ago, this was what economy looked like. Once you’ve flown Singapore Airlines first class, then we can talk.”

      I reach over and flick the palm of his hand. “Stop ruining the experience. I was trying to enjoy it.”

      “Oh.” He blinks. “Sorry. Didn’t think of that.” He frowns again. “But this totally doesn’t count for the month, and you know it.”

      Doesn’t count. I know exactly what he means by that. Over the course of the last year, I’ve come to realize that, well…

      That I play things really safe. I don’t take risks. Hell, I don’t even like taking mild chances.

      Last May, I decided I needed to stretch myself. I promised that I would do one somewhat risky thing every month.

      Some months, I’ve even managed two.

      “Even I would not classify flying first class as a risk,” I tell him. “Especially since I didn’t pay for the tickets.”

      Two days ago, I’d mentioned that I was sorry I wouldn’t be able to spend Chinese New Year with my family. We had Traditions, capital T. Some were quintessentially Chinese. Some were not. They were all fun.

      Blake had looked at me quizzically. “You can,” he had said.

      “But…” My protest had been both half-hearted and ineffectual.

      He’d called Patty—his assistant, because of course he has an assistant—and she’d booked us tickets before I could squeak out, “coach is fine!”

      Here we are.

      “Even you,” he says with a smile.

      “No,” I tell him, “my risky thing this month is that I’m skipping classes on Monday.”

      He freezes, then his lip twitches. He turns to me with the grin of a man who doesn’t care about schoolwork. “Tina.”

      “What?” I demand. “I haven’t skipped class since…”

      His lips twitch again, and I sniff.

      “Don’t leave me hanging. You haven’t skipped classes since when?”

      Since senior skip day in high school, and even then, Bethany had to threaten me.

      I fold my arms. “I have decided not to finish that sentence on the grounds that it might incriminate me.”

      “Have you ever skipped class in college?”

      “I had pneumonia as a sophomore.” I look across the aisle. “They wouldn’t let me attend until I stopped being contagious.”

      “I thought so.” He looks far too amused. “I’m going to make a tiny suggestion. You want to do something risky? Invite my dad to join your family this weekend.”

      Oh. Shit. All my good feelings evaporate.

      I look at him. He’s still smiling, but there’s an edge to his smile. We haven’t exactly argued about our parents. It would be stupid to argue about our parents, because our parents are not capable of change.

      My dad, for instance, survived a brainwashing and reeducation camp in China that left literal scars. My mom organized his escape and our flight from the country. The Chinese government was unable to change my parents. I don’t stand a chance.

      Blake and I have been together almost a year. Through sheer luck and, okay, dogged determination on my part, our parents have yet to meet face to face. This has generated…tension.

      Here’s the thing. Some people might find Blake Reynolds intimidating. I did, when we first met. Until he made me mad enough that I stopped being intimidated. He’s officially the vice president of interfaces at Cyclone Technologies, a position that he admits he obtained through a healthy dose of luck and a ridiculous amount of nepotism—namely, his father was the CEO of Cyclone as well as its largest shareholder. Blake is semi-attending UC Berkeley, but at this point, he’s made it clear he doesn’t care if he graduates.

      It’s not like he needs a degree. He already has more money than God, stock options that I don’t want to hear about, and a ridiculous resumé.

      Some people say, “I can do anything I want with my life!” and what they really mean is they can choose whether they end up a stock broker or a school teacher.

      Blake could do literally anything. He could buy small countries. He could rule them, even. If he did, everyone would love him.

      I can see how Blake Reynolds could be mildly intimidating to someone who didn’t know him.

      But his father, Adam Reynolds, is intimidating to everyone. Adam was the one-time CEO and founder of Cyclone Technologies. He stepped down from the point position about a year ago, but he’s still—effectively—in charge of the company, even if he’s no longer overseeing day-to-day operations. Adam—he insists I have to call him Adam—built one of the world’s most respected, powerful companies out of his parents’ garage, and he didn’t do it by being nice.

      I have heard stories about the man. Cyclone employees call him AFR—it stands for “Adam Fucking Reynolds”—and they joke that he has two modes: Crocodile and T-Rex. If you’re lucky, they say, you only get the crocodile. They love him. They fear him.

      Adam defines intimidating.

      He also defines jackass.

      Blake loves his father. Hell, I like his father, now that I’ve gotten to know him a little. But Blake and his dad have a special bond.

      I try to imagine my parents meeting Adam.

      You know what they say about unstoppable forces and immovable objects?

      Between Adam and my parents, I’m not sure who is the force and who is the object. But I’m damned sure that my parents—perpetual activists who hate the Chinese government—wouldn’t let a little thing like their daughter’s love life and future happiness get in the way of taking on a man who is at best, a collaborator. At worst, he’s a perpetrator.

      I like Adam. I’m not sure my parents are wrong.

      Like I said: I don’t want to argue about our parents. We can’t change them. All we can do is get squished between those two unstoppable forces. Mushroom clouds fill my mind.

      “Blake,” I say instead, “your dad is ridiculously busy. I’m not going to invite him to my family’s weird Chinese New Year celebration on basically no notice. That would be disrespectful.”

      Blake looks over at me. “We’re not asking him to speak at a conference. We would be asking him to come spend time with the family of the woman I love.”

      Shit, shit.

      I speak more slowly. “Your dad is pretty intense. I’m not sure that…this is the way I’d want to introduce our parents.”

      “Yes,” Blake says shortly. “Believe it or not, my father is capable of not being a dick on occasion. On very rare occasions, he does behave.”

      One last ditch effort. “Come on, Blake. Can you imagine your father in my parents’ tiny apartment?”

      “Is that what this is about? You’re embarrassed?”

      No. Not really.

      “For the record, my dad’s best friend didn’t start off particularly wealthy. The opposite, in fact. One of my earliest memories is going to his mom’s for Thanksgiving. It wasn’t that different. I assure you, my dad can cope.”

      I exhale. Not particularly wealthy to someone like Blake could mean anything. I’ve seen his childhood home. Not particularly wealthy for him probably means the house is worth less than a million dollars.

      “Seriously, Tina. You’ve managed to keep our parents from being in the same place at the same time for long enough. They’re going to have to meet at some point, don’t you think?”

      I swallow. “I was thinking we could introduce them at my graduation.”

      In a restaurant. A loud restaurant, preferably, one where my mom and dad would be separated from Adam by about twenty people.

      He just looks at me. “Funny. I thought this was going to be the year of the monkey. Not the year of the chicken.”

      I wrinkle my nose. “Hey, let me be a coward in peace. If things don’t go well with this meeting, it’ll be bad luck for the rest of the year.”

      And for the two of us. Definitely for the two of us.

      He takes my hand and gives me a smile with just a hint of teeth. “Bullshit, Tina. You’re not superstitious.”

      Technically, no.

      “Look,” I say. “It’s the year of the monkey, not the year of the crocodile. We’ll invite him when it’s the year of the crocodile.”

      Blake stares at me a moment longer.

      Our families are not going to get along, and that’s an understatement. We’ll do best if we maintain a Venn diagram that overlaps at Blake and Tina and my little sister. One day, everything will explode. When that happens, he’ll figure it out, and we’ll do damage control together.

      Today… Today, we can put it off.

      “There is no year of the crocodile,” he says suspiciously.

      I shrug. “Oops.”
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      I wait until our plane lands, until Tina slips into the women’s restroom.

      Then I whip out my phone. My dad is always on my recents list—usually at the top.

      “Hey.”  My father answers the phone seconds after I hit call. He always answers the phone for me. “Blake. Aren’t you supposed to be in LA?”

      “Burbank, technically.” I glance at the restroom door. “I don’t have a shitload of time. I’m trying to convince Tina to invite you here for Chinese New Year. It would help if I could make certain representations.”

      “Certain representations?” He sounds amused. “What is this, a motherfucking product warranty? Should I get a lawyer? Can she take me to court if my fucking representations are violated?”

      He’s in a good mood.

      “Fuck off, Dad.” I grimace. “Look, if I asked you to come down—if I said it was important to me, could you do it?”

      “Sure.” He doesn’t even hesitate. “I can get George to clear Monday, and Sunday I was…” He pauses, and doesn’t say anything, which I understand to mean that he planned to go to Penny’s house. “Sunday,” he says smoothly, “I can rearrange. But I don’t have a fucking invitation, idiot, and you yammering at me about certain representations doesn’t fucking count.”

      “Okay.” I swallow. “I think I can work on her. Can you behave? Can you promise?”

      There’s a pause. Then Dad sighs. “Well, of course I fucking could.” There’s a hesitation. I can almost see him in my mind’s eye. His eyebrows are drawing down and he’s staring at something straight in front of him. “Blake.” He exhales. “Sometimes, you are as dense as a motherfucking lead pipe. You have this giant blind spot where I’m concerned.”

      I frown at the phone.

      “I’m gathering you asked her already and she said no.”

      “Technically, she said not now.”

      “That’s a motherfucking no.”

      My frown deepens. “Not really. I think she’s embarrassed, because, um—”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” Dad sounds impatient. “It’s not because her parents are poor. This is the point where I would say that I raised you better than that, except apparently, I fucking didn’t. You do realize that not everybody loves me, asshole?”

      I’m beginning to feel frustrated. “That’s the point, okay? Tina likes you. I know she does. You two get along.”

      My dad sighs. “Okay.” I can almost see him tapping his fingers on the desk in impatience. “This particular idiocy on your part has gone on fucking long enough. I have shit to do. Just this once, because I love you, I’m going to humor you, dickwad.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means,” Dad says, “stop bugging Tina for an invitation. I’ll fix this shit. And when you finally figure it out, remember: I told you so, motherfucker.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Would you look at the motherfucking time.” It’s not a question. There’s an amused note in his voice. “Sorry, asshole. I have to go get my goddamned dog waxed.”

      “What? Dad—”

      He hangs up on me. We don’t have a dog. He doesn’t believe in waxing.

      “Dad?” I frown at the phone and then hit his number again. The phone rings. This time, for what may be the first time in my life, he doesn’t pick up. He sends me straight to voicemail.

      I look up at the acoustic tile. “Fuck.”

      “Blake.” Tina is standing right next to me. “Did you just call your dad and ask him to come down?”

      I turn to her.

      She’s shorter than me, but the way she’s looking at me… I wouldn’t notice. She’s pulled her long, dark hair into a twist over one shoulder. Her arms are folded. She could stare me down like this.

      It’s kind of hot.

      “No,” I say honestly.

      She raises a dubious eyebrow.

      “Not technically,” I amend. “I just asked him to behave.”

      “And?”

      I wave my hand. “Some bullshit about my being naïve and not everyone liking him. I’m not naïve, am I?”

      Tina meets my eyes. Very slowly, she nods. “You’re a little naïve.”

      I’m not sure what to say to that. I know not everyone likes my dad. I have the Internet; I could hardly miss it. He’s abrasive and difficult, and he doesn’t suffer fools gladly.

      He is also everything I have. These days, he’s my entire family.

      “I want you to like my dad,” I say. “I need you to like my dad. What can I do?”

      She exhales and comes to my side. “I do like your dad.” She’s looking down now. “But he’s a blowtorch, always hot, and…” She swallows.

      “And what?”

      “And my parents are like a gallon of gas. Blake, they’re not going to get along. We’re going to have to choose. Every holiday we have while we’re together, we’re going to have to decide whether we spend it apart from each other, or spend it with just one of them. If we try and shove them in the same place, everything’s going up in flames.”

      I stare at her. I’m so used to my dad being the problem that I didn’t think about her parents. Shit. My dad was right.

      She shakes her head. “But that’s a problem for another weekend. We’re here now. We’ll have fun. Right?”

      “Right,” I say weakly.

      Right. Except…

      I think about what my dad said. He said he was going to fix this shit. I think about all the ways I have seen him “fix” shit throughout my entire life.

      And I finally, finally understand why Tina is biting her lip and looking away. A gallon of gas and a blowtorch. What could possibly go wrong?

      Everything. Every fucking thing.

      “Great,” I say slowly. “Let’s have fun while we still can.”
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        The next morning

      

      My plane landed forty minutes ago. A car was waiting for me at the curb; George, my assistant, had directions to the place I needed to visit programmed into my phone, down to a turn-by-turn description of the store’s interior.

      This is the first time I’ve been in a Wal-Mart in my fucking life.

      Don’t get me wrong. It’s not some misguided anti-corporatist bullshit on my part. That would be a heaping pile of hypocritical shit coming from me, pro-corporate leader extraordinaire.

      The reason is actually really fucking simple: I never went shopping with my mom when I lived at home because yadda yadda something gender roles. By the time I moved Cyclone out of my parents’ garage, I was already a multimillionaire, and someone else was doing my shopping.

      I’ve never needed to go to Wal-Mart. This is my virgin trip.

      Ha. Virginity. Like the ancient fucking Roman empire, all roads bend my thoughts in the direction of…no, not Rome. The analogy breaks down there. Never Rome. It’s more like Carthage. Which must be destroyed.

      Shit.

      I pause a moment in front of a display of Star Wars footed pajamas to digest that wave of bitter nostalgia. You get used to bitterness. It’s a fucking acquired taste, and after a few years, it’s so familiar that it’s almost welcome.

      I concentrate on my surroundings. I’m stuck in the here and now, no matter what I fucking want, so…

      This is the here. This is the now. Southern California. The place of my birth, to be fucking technical, although a Wal-Mart in Alhambra is basically the opposite side of the solar system from the wealthy half of Orange County where I was born.

      I’m not sure what I was expecting to find. If I believed the internet, Wal-Mart would be a haven of guns and beer and rednecks.

      In reality, I’m basically the only white guy I see. Also in reality, fuck the fucking internet. The internet coughs up hairballs on a regular basis. The shit it’s said about me, for instance. Besides, I know the stats our retail chief feeds me. Cyclone products aren’t cheap, and we do a reasonable business with Wal-Mart.

      Unsurprisingly, it’s a regular fucking store. Blue jeans. Giant cardboard tubs of virulently orange goldfish. Cans of pasta sauce. And there’s Star Wars shit everywhere.

      Speaking of my selfish pro-corporate agenda, I spare a moment of disappointment that Star Wars didn’t sell merchandising rights to Disney two decades earlier. This shit fucking rocks. Blake would have been really cute back when he was two in those Wookie pajamas. Now? He’s outgrown them by about four feet.

      But that’s the great circle of merchandising life in a fucking nutshell. The shit you can’t get for your kid, you buy in bulk for your grandkids.

      Big metal shelves and signs advertise every day low prices. I am trying to make logical sense of this. How can they be low if they’re every day? Doesn’t that make them regular? If I’d been the one hearing this pitch, I’d have interrupted and asked, and the ad guy would have ground his teeth, and everyone would have told me to shut up because it was a perfectly fine slogan, good even, listen to the campaign results before judging, Adam…

      Imagining being a pain in the ass to imaginary people is a great fucking mental distraction from bitterness. I make my way to the bakery in back.

      This encounter is going to be interesting.

      I love Blake. He’s usually a smart kid. But…yeah, if he thinks that I’m the only potential problem in meeting Tina’s parents, he hasn’t thought his shit through.

      The bakery counter is bustling when I arrive. A blond woman is in front, arranging cupcakes behind a plastic shield. The woman I’m looking for—I recognize her from photos Tina has shown me on her phone—is off to the side, behind a barrier. Her head is bent, her dark hair gathered in a messy bun and contained in a hair net. She’s looking down, concentrating on a cake. She’s shorter than Tina, but even the act of squeezing frosting out of a tube-thingy has her jaw set in resolute conviction.

      There’s a plastic wall between us, but I tower head and shoulders above it. I am close enough that I could reach out and tap her on the shoulder.

      I don’t. “Hey.” I pitch my voice to reach her ears alone. “Hong Mei.”

      Mrs. Hong Mei Chen looks up. Her eyes meet mine and her gaze narrows.

      Yep. She sure as fuck recognizes me.

      “You.” That word is imbued with a thousand suspicions. “What do you want?”

      “A couple minutes,” I say. “I—”

      She jerks her head toward the front of the bakery. “You forgot your custom cake order form.” She says those last four words so swiftly that they run together, like she’s so used to saying them that they’ve blurred into one word, no pauses. “I need a custom cake order form before I can talk to you.”

      I blink at her. “Are you fucking serious? You know who I am.”

      She rolls her eyes, then drops her voice in imitation of me. “‘You know who I am.’ Yes, I know who you are. Doesn’t matter. Corporate policy is that we need a written custom cake order form first, then you can give specific direction. You of all people should understand corporate policy.”

      I exhale. “Look. Hong Mei. This isn’t how I wanted us to meet, either. But I wanted to talk about Blake and Tina—”

      “Some of us still have to work. We can’t drop everything just because a big, important man wants to have a conversation in the middle of our jobs. You want to talk to me? I didn’t realize buying a cake was such a problem.”

      “Come the fuck on.”

      She tilts her head toward the order forms, and…

      And fuck it, why the fuck do I care if I have to buy a fucking cake? If Tina’s mother wants the damned form, she can have the damned form. I retreat to the front, fetch an over-xeroxed sheet, and chase a worn pencil nub out of the plastic tray that holds the papers.

      There are too many choices. What the fuck is the difference between a sheet cake and a round cake? Isn’t a cupcake cake a contradiction in terms? What in all the levels of hell is But-R-Créme, and whose bright idea was it to make “butter cream” sound more disgusting than it already does? I check boxes at random. In the space for “additional instructions,” I write, “We should probably have an actual conversation about our fucking kids.” As an afterthought—I can be polite on rare occasion—I add, “please.”

      I hand this over to her. She frowns at it, then leaves, returning with a square cake frosted in white. “Is this one acceptable to you? I know you’re very, very important, so I want to make sure.”

      “It’s fine.” I do my best to ignore her pointed jabs. “So. Blake and Tina are down for the lunar New Year.”

      She looks over her tools and selects one without so much as a glance at me. “I know this already, because they are staying in my home.”

      I don’t grimace. “Blake told me he wanted us to meet. Tina has been…less excited about the prospect.”

      “How could that be?” Hong Mei shrugs. “I tell her I would love to talk to you all the time. I have so many questions.”

      She loads a cartridge into the back of the silver whats-its-fuck thing she is holding and begins to airbrush parallel lines in peach onto the cake.

      So many questions? Yeah. I’m fucked.

      “For instance,” she says. “Blake said you were in Hangzhou last week.”

      Oh, for fuck’s sake. When I said I was a giant blindspot for Blake, I wasn’t kidding. This bright-eyed bushy-tailed love shit on his part is officially a goddamned liability. Blake literally can’t figure out that people might not like me. He definitely can’t realize that they might have legitimate fucking reasons. While that’s a really fucking flattering way for my kid to think about me, it’s also extremely inconvenient. He has no idea what he has been doing.

      “Great,” I say. “Are we talking about that?”

      “I like making conversation.” She gives me a diamond-edged smile that could cut glass. “Get to know you, a little small talk. I’m being polite. I have to decorate an entire cake. You should keep me company.”

      She tops off her parallel lines. I have no idea what she’s drawing. Maybe the beginning of a tree? Maybe the Washington monument? In peach?

      Fine. If we’re going to have this conversation, let’s fucking have it. “Yes. I was in Hangzhou.”

      “Thinking about a new factory for a product?”

      I keep my mouth shut.

      “Blake didn’t say,” she tells me. “I guessed. Don’t worry; I understand. Big corporate secret. You don’t want to tell anyone. Don’t worry; nobody hired me for espionage.”

      That is definitely not a giant, peach silhouette of the Washington Monument, I realize, as she adds a realistic-looking head to the top of what has abruptly turned into a giant uncut dick. She has a reasonable amount of talent if she can differentiate between circumcised and uncircumcised with an airbrush. She starts shading in balls to either side.

      She frowns. “Although I would be good at espionage. Almost as good as I am at decorating cakes.”

      “You would be complete shit.”

      She looks up in annoyance, and I shrug.

      “If you were any good at corporate espionage you would already have been hired out. You’re in a privileged position.”

      She waves a hand. “But we are not talking about me. We were talking about you. What is it like, working with the government responsible for the worst human rights abuses in the world?”

      “It’s fucking awesome,” I say smoothly. “Currency headwind’s a bitch right now, but we’ll move past that.”

      “You know what will be even better?” She is still decorating, airbrushing her piece, shading in the sides. “When Tina and Blake have my grandchildren. I will have to start influencing them very early.”

      She fights dirty. “You’d use innocent children in a political battle?”

      “You use innocent children in your factory.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake. We do not. That report was totally discredited.”

      “So sorry,” she says, without a hint of apology in her voice. “English is not my first language. Sometimes I make mistakes. Did I say you used children? I meant that you take advantage of a culture where near slavery conditions, including child labor, drive down the cost of wages to the benefit of the Chinese government and yourself.”

      Fuck. Here is our problem in a nutshell. The Chinese government once tried to kill and reeducate Tina’s parents. It has also made me—personally—oh, something on the order of fourteen billion dollars.

      These two items of personal history go absofuckinglutely great together, like bananas and asphalt. Like marshmallows and the fucking swamp thing.

      No. I’m being too kind. These things go together like the Westboro Baptist church and a Pride parade.

      “No need to worry,” she says a little too sweetly. “I’ll make sure our grandchildren know that the reason they don’t know their great-grandfather is because he was killed by the government you support. You won’t need to explain a thing.”

      “Sure,” I say. “You won’t look like a hypocrite working at fucking Wal-Mart, which is well known for its ethical sourcing of labor.”

      She switches out a cartridge and begins to draw dark lines at the base of the cake-based erection.

      “Never tell a child of the Cultural Revolution that there’s no difference between owning the means of production and participating in the process in order to survive.” She does not look away from the cake. “I can kick your ass about labor politics in my sleep. Don’t embarrass our grandchildren by trying.”

      She’s right. Political philosophy was never my bag of shit. I don’t think about crap like this. I just do it.

      That shit she is shading in is definitely pubic hair.

      I fold my arms and stare at her. “You don’t want to play the grandchildren game. I’ll be the one giving them really fucking cool toys.”

      “Nice try. They’ll be half-Chinese. Guilt is stronger than toys. It’s a cultural thing.” She waves her hand in my direction. “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “Fine.” I shrug. “What am I supposed to do, then?”

      “So many options.” She looks up. “Here’s one. Move all Cyclone operations to Singapore.”

      Speaking of going together like the Westboro fucking Baptists and my pocketful of pink triangles…

      I try not to growl. “I hate Singapore. I hate everything about Singapore. Don’t talk to me about Singapore and human rights. Definitely fuck Singapore.”

      Her nose wrinkles. “You know what I find amusing? The fourth richest man in the world is buying a penis cake from Wal-Mart because he wants to talk to me.” She begins to hum as she draws.

      “So what would you do?” I ask.

      She looks up at me, her pubic art halting momentarily.

      “You wake up one day. Freaky Friday. Suddenly, you’re me. Do you say, fuck China, fuck everything, and just let the company go to hell, knowing that in the corporate world of Whack-a-Mole, someone else will just take Cyclone’s place? Or do you try to change the world?”

      “Ha. Easy for you to talk about changing the world.”

      “Yep.” I fold my arms. “I change the fucking world when I don’t like my breakfast options.”

      She sets down her airbrushing tool. “I decorate cakes. I wouldn’t understand.”

      Says the woman who could kick my ass about labor politics.

      “Hong Mei. I fucking confessed to a federal crime on a public livestream because my son was in love with your daughter.”

      She runs her hand along her airbrushing tool.

      “I didn’t get where I am by never fucking listening to anyone. You can play passive-aggressive bullshit with our kids and their kids. Or you could just straight up tell the person who is actually in a position to change things. And I will argue and fight, but goddammit, I will listen. Your fucking choice. You can try to change the world in millimeters. Or you can piss me off and make our kids miserable.”

      Our eyes meet. We stare at each other for a very long time.

      “Shit.” She looks away. “I was afraid this would happen. I like you.”

      I don’t smile. “There was a fifty-fifty chance.”

      She fetches a bag of blue icing and begins to write letters across the giant penis she has drawn. Congratulations…

      She shakes her head as she writes in swirling cursive. “Tomorrow, we’re going out with our friends. Tonight, it’s just our family. You should come over. We play games and make noise and eat a lot of food.”

      “Great.”

      “Need the address? Directions?”

      “Nah. I have it all.”

      Hong Mei pops a plastic top on the cake and walks to the counter. “Here.” She pushes the cake to me, and I read the lettering for the first time. Congratulations on your penis!

      “Honey, when you’re done here, could you—” A blond woman comes up behind her and takes one look at the cake. Her eyes widen and she looks at me. “Oh my God. Sir. Is this what you ordered? I’m so sorry. That’s not—we don’t—that is, we’re a family friendly—”

      “Relax,” I say. “It’s okay.”

      “But—”

      I give her my best glower, which is pretty fucking effective. “Are you insulting my taste? I’ve always wanted to have my dick and eat it, too.”

      She flushes. “Oh. Um.” She looks at Hong Mei, and then back at the cake. “Okay.” She scurries away.

      “Okay. Tonight. Six o’clock is good,” Hong Mei says. “See you then.”

      “Want me to bring anything?”

      She considers this for a moment. “Soju,” she finally says.

      “Soju? Isn’t that Korean?”

      “Because I like soju,” she says. “Oh.” She frowns at me. “Shit. Rehab. Is it okay for you to be around alcohol? I should have asked first.”

      I meet her eyes. “Shit that makes me work less has never been my problem. Alcohol’s fine. Anything else?”

      She glances down at the frosted sheet cake in my hands and shrugs. “Cake.”
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      I wait until I’m back in the car before I start composing my fucking email in my head. It’s all fragments, ones that I don’t let coalesce into anything like a real conversation.

      You would like Hong Mei.

      Not that.

      You would get a fucking kick out of this cake.

      Not that either. I’m doing my best to not be a complete basket case. I’ve managed to succeed with semi-reasonable regularity, at least since I got out of rehab. It’s one thing to send emails into the fucking ether to wither and die unread. It’s another to hold complete, imaginary conversations about day-to-day events with that same fucking ether. I’ve given myself far too much latitude with regard to my stupid self-indulgent shit. Pretending that things are like they once were, like I can just have a conversation as if everything is still hunky-fucking-dory? There’s a superlatively self-indulgent fucking falsehood.

      Instead, I send a variant of the same email I’ve sent every day since last July.

      Hey, asshole.

      In case you were wondering, and you weren’t, you’re still completely fucking wrong. Fuck off with your stupid bullshit. I’m not over you. I still love you. I will always love you.

      [image: ]

      TINA
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      Things are going well. My sister Mabel suggested we play Pictionary, probably because Blake has an app that generates Pictionary prompts from the web, and she and Blake have teamed up against me and my mother.

      Mabel and Blake get along like gangbusters. They met almost a year ago; she came up and spent a week with us in May when I started my internship at bioLogica. While I was working, Blake showed her the entire Bay Area. He let her get her nose pierced, which he managed without parental permission by falsifying an adult ID for her on Cyclone machines. She’s worshipped him ever since. They couldn’t be more different—Mabel is Chinese, poor, and plays the saxophone, while Blake is a billionaire—but they have a weird connection where somehow three squiggles on a page turns into—

      “Moose,” Mabel is saying. “Antlers. Uh, Rocky and Bullwinkle.”

      Blake points at her. “Bam! You got it.”

      Mabel raises her arms in victory.

      “How do you even know who Rocky and Bullwinkle are?” I ask. “You’re fourteen.”

      “YouTube.” She shrugs.

      Blake shakes his phone, frowns, and shows the prompt to my mother.

      She peers at the screen and tilts her head in confusion. “I don’t even know what that means.”

      “Antenna,” Mabel is saying. “Radio. Satellite dish… Uh, lots of them… SETI at home? No. I have it. Distributed computing.”

      “How?” My mother is shaking her head. “How? How do you get distributed computing from…” She holds up the paper. It’s a series of… Bows and arrows? With boxes?

      I have no idea.

      There’s a knock at the door.

      “Ah,” my mother says. “Tina, get the door.”

      “You’re just trying to distract us.” Mabel frowns in our direction. “Ignore them. Time is still running. Draw, Blake! Draw like a motherfucker!”

      Blake has had an interesting influence on my little sister’s vocabulary.

      I get the door. I’m paying more attention to the conversation behind me.

      “Toilet. Flushing. Whirlpool!”

      “We’re on fire!” Blake says.

      “No, we’re on water!”

      I open the door. I’m staring straight ahead at a white T-shirt. Plain. No logo. I look up, and I swallow. Adam Reynolds is standing in front of me. He’s holding a large, white box in one hand. A padded laptop case is slung over his opposite shoulder, and he’s looped a grocery bag over his free wrist. His hair, a mix of gray and white and dark, is a mess.

      He needs to shave.

      He needs to explain why he’s here.

      “Hey, Tina,” he says, like nothing is weird about his presence. “Nice to see you again.”

      “You see?” my mother says behind me. “Fireworks are traditional for the new year.”

      Shit.

      “Adam.” I swallow. “I didn’t know you were…” Son of a bitch. I glance behind me at Blake. He still hasn’t noticed his dad is here, but he must have known. He must have known. Right?

      Fuck. I’m not sure how to introduce Adam to my parents. I’ve fielded snide comments from my mom for almost a year. My dad has given me as many pointedly neutral remarks.

      Adam Reynolds? He’s not exactly the kind of man who backs down from snide comments.

      There will be mushroom clouds.

      Mine first.  I’m going to kill Blake.

      But my mother stands up from her seat on the sofa. “Adam.” She walks toward him like she knows him. “So glad you could make it.”

      “Hey, Hong Mei. Thanks for inviting me.”

      They stop in front of each other, looking each other up and down like stiff-legged suspicious cats. My mom is a full foot shorter than Adam, but there’s a bristle to her that more than makes up the height difference. I have been dropped into bizarro world. How… What…

      He hands her the box. “I brought cake.”

      She frowns. “Cake? You call this cake? What did you do with my cake?”

      Her cake? What cake?

      “Had it couriered up to Cyclone,” Adam says with a shrug. “I figured that since I have to actually eat whatever shit I brought, I’d get something a little…” He pauses.

      “Think carefully,” my mother says, holding up a finger in warning. “Do not say that you obtained a better cake than the one I made for you with my own two hands.”

      Adam snaps his fingers. “Thanks. That’s precisely the fucking word I was looking for. Better. Yes, I’ll fucking call it better. What the fuck is But-R-Crème anyway? That shit sounds fake as fuck.”

      “Of course it’s fake,” my mother snaps. “But if you think fucking is fake, I feel very, very sorry for you.”

      The mushroom cloud is happening in front of my eyes.

      Instead of getting upset, Adam shrugs. “Point to you,” he says. “And yes, the cake I brought is a fucking salted caramel chocolate. It’s better. Ten out of ten people with fucking tastebuds prefer caramel to trans-fat emulsified fucking corn syrup, or whatever the fuck that shit was.” He wanders over to the table, laden with food. He sets down his cake box and takes some bottles out of the bag.

      “Soju,” he says.

      Goddammit. I was wondering why my mom didn’t get any soju this time around. I knew something was weird.

      “Adam,” my mother is saying, “let me introduce my husband. Jian, this is Adam Reynolds. Adam loves China.”

      “How exciting,” my father says. He stands up and holds a hand out to Adam. “So do I. We have that in common.”

      If I’d had time to prepare them, I’d have told them that he hates handshakes. It probably wouldn’t have changed anything.

      Adam looks at my father’s outstretched hand. Very slowly, he takes it.

      My mother and Adam have obviously met, or at least talked—how, and to what purpose, I have no idea. They’ve met and the world didn’t end.

      Surely the apocalypse is coming soon.

      “Espresso!” Mabel is saying. “Five seconds left. Blake, do another one, do—”

      She stops mid-sentence. Blake is frowning at us. “Dad?”

      “Hey.” Adam holds up his hand in a perfunctory wave. “Good to see you, asshole.”

      “Dad, what the fuck are you doing here?”

      Adam Reynolds ignores this. Instead, he uncaps the soju and accepts a plastic cup from my mom. “So how does one drink this shit?”

      “It tastes like crap,” my mom says. “Chug it all at once.”

      I shake my head behind him.

      “You sure you’re not an alcoholic?” my mother asks. “Tina never gave me a list of all the ways that you’re fucked up.”

      There is nowhere to hide. I look over at Blake. Help me, I mouth.

      “Workaholic,” Adam says. “Everything else stems from that.” He tilts the cup up, and thankfully, does not take my mother’s advice. He takes a sip and frowns pensively.

      My mother persists. “You know what you need to get everyone’s mind off your big drug scandal?”

      Shit. This is not happening. I almost whimper. The only thing worse than my mom yelling at Adam Reynolds about human rights abuses is my mom offering him helpful advice. This will not go well. This…

      “What do I need?” He gives her a curious smile. “I’m gonna bet Martin in PR will fucking love your advice.”

      “A sex scandal,” my mom says.

      “I was right.” Adam looks up. “Martin’s gonna love it.”

      “Sex is much more interesting than drugs. These days, so few things qualify as a true scandal, though. And you’re not married, so cheating is not a possibility.” She frowns. “Probably you’d need an orgy to really get attention. And pictures. Pictures are more likely to go viral than text. I read that. You should tell Martin.”

      Adam Reynolds chokes on his soju at the word orgy. “Interesting idea. No fucking thank you.”

      My father looks at him. “I never would have expected Adam Reynolds to be a prude. This is interesting information.”

      Oh, shit. They’re double teaming him now.

      Adam sets down his soju. His eyes narrow. “I’m not a fucking prude.”

      “Yes, you are!” Blake calls from across the room. “Don’t believe him!”

      “No, I’m not. Just because I believe in personal privacy and—”

      “Personal privacy?” My mom shakes her head. “You believe in personal privacy? Forgive me if I am misremembering events. You announced to the entire world that you were a two-bit crack whore, and—”

      Adam is staring at her in disbelief. This whole thing is going wrong. Terribly wrong. Exactly as I knew it would.

      My mom snaps her fingers. “Ah. I’m so sorry. English is not my first language. Sometimes I make mistakes. Did I say two-bit crack whore? I meant recovering crack whore.” She leans over and pats his hand. “I know the difference must be very important to you, even if nobody else will see it.”

      I’m not even sure what to say. How to make this better.

      Adam Reynolds practically explodes in laughter, shaking his head. “You’re not bad,” he says, “for a commie cult member.”

      He may be laughing, but I have gone to DEFCON 5. My parents practice Falun Gong, which is illegal in China. It’s the reason they were granted asylum in the United States when we moved here years ago.

      China’s official stance is that Falun Gong is an extremely complicated cult. His statement is the offhand equivalent of tossing a grenade.

      But my mother simply shakes her head. “You’re just saying that because you can’t do it.”

      “What can’t I do?”

      “Falun Gong,” my father puts in. “A simple series of exercises. Requires a clear mind and flexible thinking. You can’t do it.”

      Adam Reynolds sets down his soju. “The fuck I can’t.”

      “Also, you will get yourself banned from China,” my father says.

      “I’d like to fucking see them try.”

      And that is how our parents first meet. Adam Reynolds takes off his shoes in my parents’ living room and ends up practicing “Buddha Stretching a Thousand Arms” while my mother watches, eating cake and offering pointers like, “If you do everything this fast, no wonder you don’t want to have an orgy on film. It would be embarrassing for you.”

      Adam Reynolds looks over at her. “Shut the fuck up and admit you like my cake.”

      She frowns at it. “Edible, I suppose.”

      My father shakes his head. “Never get involved in a land war with Hong Mei,” he says, “when cake is on the line.”

      Adam gives him a flat stare. “So it comes to this. I will eat the piece in front of me. You will eat the piece in front of you.”

      Funny. I knew when they met there would be a nuclear explosion. I just didn’t realize that they would end up laughing and mangling Princess Bride after the radiation had dissipated.

      By the end of the night, my dad is doing shots with Adam Reynolds. Adam is deemed not quite sober enough to drive, and when he talks about getting a car, my mother makes shocked noises.

      “A total waste of money,” she says in disbelief. “We have a perfectly good couch. Stay here.”

      No fucking way will he accept, I’m thinking.

      He accepts.

      Adam Reynolds. Multibillionaire. Sleeping on my parents’ couch. My mom gets him blankets; my dad finds him an extra toothbrush and a pair of sweats that will undoubtedly be too loose at the waist and too short in the leg.

      We are all about to head off to bed.

      “Hey,” Adam says. “Tina. Blake. Mabel.”

      Blake and I stop, hand in hand.

      Adam is still in jeans and a T-Shirt. He gives me a goofy smile. I would never have guessed that Adam Reynolds would be silly when he’s drunk.

      But he stands up and rummages in the computer bag that he brought with him. “I have these.”

      He pulls out a handful of red envelopes.

      My breath sucks in. One of the things about being young and Chinese—particularly if, like me, you grew up with very little money—is that you learn to be mercenary at the lunar new year. It’s traditional for adults to give red envelopes to children. The theory is that what they give away will come back to them over the course of the year.

      Everyone we know is like us: varying degrees of struggling. That means that the red envelopes I once collected usually had a dollar in them, maybe ten if it was a close family friend.

      But Adam Reynolds? I have no idea what Adam Reynolds will give. Blake explained to me once that anything under a hundred grand didn’t even seem like real money to him.

      Mabel approaches first.

      “Gong xi fa cai,” Adam says in semi-passable Chinese, handing her an envelope. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he had been practicing the phrase.

      “Gong xi fa cai,” she replies.

      Blake is next. “Gong xi fa cai, asshole,” Adam says to his son. He passes over the envelope with one hand, as is traditional, and Blake takes it. The fistbump that follows is not traditional.

      Then it’s my turn. “Gong xi fa cai,” he says to me.

      I almost say it back. They’re just words, ones I say without thinking about their meaning. Happy New Year, essentially. Except that’s not what these particular words actually mean.

      Wishing Adam wealth and prosperity for the new year is like wishing a shark more ocean. He can’t swim through the tiniest fraction of what he already has.

      I’m supposed to do something risky this month. I’m not sure if there’s anything riskier than asking Adam Reynolds a personal question.

      “What would you want?” I ask him. “If I could wish any one thing for you, would you really pick wealth and prosperity? Or would you ask for something else?”

      He looks at me. His pupils are dilated. I can smell soju on his breath. For a second, he looks old—older than his fifty years, older even than he looked sitting in the hospital after his heart attack.

      He rubs one hand through his graying hair, sending it up into little spikes. Then he looks away.

      “One more email,” he says. “I want one more email.”

      I don’t know what he means. I tilt my head toward Blake, a questioning look in my eyes. Blake shakes his head in confusion.

      “Then I hope you get a hundred emails,” I tell him.

      He smiles. There’s no mirth in the expression. Instead, there’s something almost haunting about his face.

      “Nah,” he says. “I’m not drunk enough to hope for that.”
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      The apartment is dark. The couch is surprisingly comfortable. It’s the fucking alcohol that won’t let me sleep. That, and Tina’s question.

      What do I want?

      A million things I’m never going to have. But this one? The one I asked for?

      That, I can imagine. I can make a case for one more email. I can imagine that one exists, stuck in the Cyclone mail servers. Maybe he left one last message hedged by a delivery date. Maybe it’s still coming.

      I want to believe it could exist. I want to think that it’s not completely, utterly, finally over.

      It’s over. It’s so fucking over that I watched it turn to fucking ash.

      My stupid wish is just the alcohol fucking with my mind. Maybe. Maybe there’s more.

      I pull my phone off the floor where it’s charging and open my mail.

      I’m trying not to imagine the way he would have laughed at me throughout the evening. He’d have handled this entire situation with nuance and grace. My dispute resolution tactic has always been to barge in, guns blazing, f-bombs away. I wish he were here, but I’m not him. I can’t ever be him.

      I miss his fucking nuance.

      I don’t look for a response to my last message. I’m fucked enough to send messages to his abandoned email box. I’m not so fucked that I believe he’ll actually respond.

      Once, I told someone that the five stages of grief were inefficient—that anyone with a fucking clue could navigate the waters of bullshit with just two. Turns out denial is not as unfamiliar to me as I had claimed.

      My typical denial usually runs to extraneous bullshit posturing, but I’m drunk and stripped of my defenses. Tonight, I can’t manage the crap.

      I stare at the empty message field for a minute before typing.

      Hey, gorgeous.

      I’m finally beginning to understand what you told me. I thought that without you to soften me up, I’d eventually ossify and break into fucking pieces. Turns out I’m not that fucked. As much as it pains me to admit it, you were fucking right about one thing. I’m going to be okay.

      Don’t fucking think it changes anything else. You were still wrong. I love you. I will always love you.
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      BLAKE
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      “I think,” Tina whispers to me, “this is what getting along looks like. For our parents, at least.”

      We are lying in her bed after midnight, listening to the sounds of her household winding down. Her sister has been banished to the TV room, giving us a small semblance of privacy. It’s a twin bed, which means the only way to sleep is tangled up in each other. Her head rests against my shoulder; her hands are against my chest.

      It’s almost arousing. I’m aware of her elbow against my ribs, her chin against my shoulder, our bodies meeting in not-quite-comfortable angles.

      The walls are thin and the bed squeaks every time we arrange ourselves. Hence the almost qualifying my arousal; I’m all too aware of the noise anything else would generate. They can hear us.

      And by they, I mean my dad.

      Prude is…maybe not the right word for my dad. But he is the most intensely private person I know. Which nobody would believe, seeing as how we seemingly serve up our family life to the entire world. But affection is not something he manages well in public.

      He would never say anything. But I can’t imagine how he’d react to being kept awake by a distinct, rhythmic squeaking.

      “I did mention this, didn’t I? About my dad?” I can smell her hair. “Insults are how he expresses affection.”

      “My mom is…” She pauses, considering. “Actually, come to think of it, my mom is not so different. She’s not like your dad, but…”

      “She teases you. Relentlessly.” I slide a hand around her hip. “I know. Why do you think you and I get along so well? I knew we would the day you first insulted me.”

      Tina considers this. “I never thought of it that way. After our first little dust up, I figured you’d think I was a complete bitch.”

      “Instead,” I say with a smile she can’t see, “I was wired to think you were flirting. It makes me physically uncomfortable if people are straight-up nice to me. I assume they’re hiding something.”

      She shifts her weight. The bed squeaks again, and I wince. She straddles me and the springs protest politely. “So I definitely shouldn’t be nice to you right now.”

      My heart thumps. My body reacts, my muscles tensing, my cock going from potentially interested to actually interested despite the thin walls and the noisy boxspring.

      My breath stutters in. “I do feel physically uncomfortable, yes. And you should definitely not stop.”

      We’re talking in whispers. She leans down and kisses me. Her body presses against mine, hip to hip, chest to breast. I slide a hand under the soft shirt she’s wearing.

      I love making her breath catch. Love it when she exhales long and slow, love it when her hands bracket my face. I love it when she kisses me harder. When her hips push against mine, pressing against my dick.

      I don’t love it when the boxspring lets out one telltale scritch, then another.

      The third time it happens, I put my hand over her mouth.

      “Tina, I’m sorry. Every time the bed squeaks, I think of my dad. Out there. You know he can hear everything, right?”

      She laughs softly. “Do one risky thing, right?”

      “Not this one.” I grimace. “It’s…kind of a fucking buzzkill.”

      She pushes up onto her forearms and looks at me. In the dim light, I see only the curtain of her hair. I feel the ends brush my chest. Yeah, I’m fucking interested.

      “What if I promised you no squeaks?” she asks.

      I look back at her. “I’m in.”

      “But you’d have to be quiet.” She sets a finger on my bare chest, drawing a line down it. “Really quiet. I’m not sure you could do that.”

      Her finger continues its journey down my abs. My navel. My body reacts.

      “Hey,” I whisper. “I’ve been giving interviews since I was six. You would not believe how quiet I can be when it’s important.”

      She hooks her index finger in the band of my boxers. “You’re on.”

      There’s one last squeak as she rearranges herself. She shimmies down my body. Slides my boxers down my hips.

      I feel her breath against the head of my penis, then her mouth against my sensitive skin. She sucks me in, and it’s damned good.

      We’ve been together eleven months, and that’s enough time for her to have learned me. She knows that I have that sensitive area right there, right on the underside of my dick, right where the loose foreskin pulls. She knows I like it when she lets her nails scratch me just a little. She knows exactly what tempo I prefer, knows where to put her hands.

      I let my thoughts dissolve into the pleasure of the moment. I give myself up to the warm pressure of her mouth, give myself over to the slide of her tongue, the feel of her fingers on my balls.

      I can tell she’s trying to get me to make noise. To break, just a little bit.

      I don’t.

      Silence is something I learned early, and to call it second nature is probably an understatement. It’s almost my first nature. I can retreat into it until words have no meaning. Until noise is unnecessary. Until there’s nothing at the core of me but fire and want and love and a hint of bitter nostalgia.

      I squeeze her shoulder to let her know when I’m about to come. She glances up at my face, but she doesn’t stop. I give everything over into one final gasp.

      When I’m finished, I’m breathing hard.

      I didn’t make a noise.

      She looks up at me. “That was incredible,” she breathes. “You were silent.”

      I sit up, set my finger on her lips, and shake my head.

      “It was—”

      I cover her mouth with one hand and nudge her down with my shoulder.

      Your turn.

      I don’t say those words, but she understands them. Enough that she rearranges herself with a single drawn-out complaint from the bed. Enough that I kneel on the floor in front of her and spread her legs.

      She’s wet.

      She’s also not as quiet as I am. She can’t help but gasp. She lets out a little noise when I slide a finger inside her. She inhales when I set my mouth to her. She tastes good—a little salty, a little sweet—and it doesn’t take long.

      She lets out a choked noise when I finally get her off.

      After, we snuggle together. We seem to have fewer hard edges; we fit together better. Her head rests against my shoulder.

      “I love you,” she whispers.

      I pull her closer. “Love you, too.”

      “Your dad gave me a hundred dollars.”

      This is a bit of a non sequitur, and sleep is rapidly pulling me down.

      “Mmm?”

      “In the red envelope. I was afraid, you know. That he might make me feel uncomfortable. But that was appropriate. Thanks for talking to him about it.”

      It had not occurred to me that this was even a thing I should think about. “I didn’t.”

      “What, you mean he was appropriate on his own? Will wonders never cease.”

      There are a dozen things I could say to that.

      Navigating our parents…

      Well, Dad managed that better than I could have imagined. Forced politeness would have lasted through one, maybe two, encounters.

      Navigating what Tina and I have—a relationship where she doesn’t want her life swallowed in the larger course of mine—is an area where my dad has vastly more experience than I do.

      But my dad is the most intensely private person I have ever met. It’s not like we talk about this shit. We don’t even think about it.

      “Tina,” I finally say, “he’s an asshole. That doesn’t make him inconsiderate.”

      “No.” This word comes out as a stretched-out syllable. “I guess it doesn’t. He’s actually not terrible.”

      “He grows on you.”

      “Go to sleep.” She snuggles against me. “I guess maybe it’s the year of the crocodile after all.”

      “Nah.” I hold her close. “No superstitions. It’s just us. It’s the year of us.”

      And on that note, we drift off to sleep.
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      If you’re wondering what this means for Adam Reynolds: Yes, he’s getting a story. I don’t call it a book. It’s a five-part behemoth that, collectively, is longer than some of the actual multi-book series that I have written.

      The Year of the Crocodile falls right smack dab in the middle of his story—about halfway through, right in the middle of part three.

      If you know who Adam is writing to…well, now you know why it’s taking me time to fix things. You also—maybe—might want just a hint of what is coming.

      For those of you who want to know, I’ve created a page with a few very minor notes that some people might consider spoilers. You can find them here:

      
        http://www.courtneymilan.com/tyotc-spoilers.php

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Thank you!

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading The Year of the Crocodile. I hope you enjoyed it.

      
        	Would you like to know when my next book is available? You can sign up for my new release e-mail list at www.courtneymilan.com, follow me on twitter at @courtneymilan, or like my Facebook page at http://facebook.com/courtneymilanauthor.

        	Reviews help other readers find books. I appreciate all reviews, whether positive or negative.

        	The Year of the Crocodile is a short story in the Cyclone series. The other books in the series are Trade Me, Hold Me, Find Me, What Lies Between Me and You, Keep Me, and Show Me. An excerpt from Hold Me follows.
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        Jay na Thalang is a demanding, driven genius. He doesn’t know how to stop or even slow down. The instant he lays eyes on Maria Lopez, he knows that she is a sexy distraction he can’t afford. He’s done his best to keep her at arm’s length, and he’s succeeded beyond his wildest dreams.

        

        Maria has always been cautious. Now that her once-tiny, apocalypse-centered blog is hitting the mainstream, she’s even more careful about preserving her online anonymity. She hasn’t sent so much as a picture to the commenter she’s interacted with for eighteen months—not even after emails, hour-long chats, and a friendship that is slowly turning into more. Maybe one day, they’ll meet and see what happens.

        

        But unbeknownst to them both, Jay is Maria’s commenter. They’ve already met. They already hate each other. And two determined enemies are about to discover that they’ve been secretly falling in love…
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        an unedited excerpt from Chapter One
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      MARIA

      [image: ]

      
        September

      

      Gabriel was supposed to be here ten minutes ago.

      Instead, my brother is running late—no surprise there, as he plays the role of absent-minded scientist a little too well. He double-booked dinner tonight. He forgot that he was supposed to find me after my class. And when he sent me directions to the place where he’d agreed to meet his friend…

      Go to the chemistry complex, he said. The lab’s in the basement, he said.

      Ha.

      There are multiple buildings, each with their own basement. Some have two. After a brief, maddening trip down a rabbit hole of cement walls, metal doors, and blue-green paint, I had to ascend for air—and wifi—to look up room numbers and a map.

      If I didn’t love my brother so much, I might be pissed.

      But I’m here, a mere ten minutes late, and not even slightly miffed about the number of stairs I had to tackle in heels. After all, Gabe is not a distant Skype call at odd hours coming from half the globe away. He’s in Berkeley. He’s here.

      At least, he better be here.

      I eye the door I’ve found with skepticism. A little placard to the side designates it as the Thalang group. The door itself is festooned with warnings of impending death.

      DANGER, says a sign in giant red letters. VISIBLE AND/OR INVISIBLE LASER RADIATION. Another sheet of laminated paper lists every chemical in the room that could kill me.

      It’s a long list.

      Possible fatality. Just how I like to start all my evenings.

      I knock on the door, managing to bruise my knuckles, but the fireproof door makes only the slightest, most muffled thump in response. Only then do I notice the tiny piece of paper duct-taped to the door. Ring bell for entry.

      I ring.

      I wait.

      I’m not sure what to expect from a chemistry death lab, but my imagination has always been excellent. Radioactive bees? Radioactive nanobots? Radioactive mind-controlled soldiers? The possibilities are endless.

      The door opens.

      Damn. The room beyond looks painfully prosaic—desks, bookshelves, and a couch are visible from here. There are no super-soldiers equipped with prosthetic lasers, intent on world destruction. There is no case of radioactive spiders. There aren’t spiders of any kind.

      There’s just a man standing at the door, frowning at me. He’s almost exactly as tall as I am in these heels, which makes him pretty darned tall. He’s almost as brown as I am, even though he can’t get much sun down here.

      He takes one look at me, tilts his head, and narrows his eyes. His eyebrows are thick and set in determined lines; his arms are folded in front of his chest. I’m pretty sure a super-soldier would be less intimidating. At least they might be susceptible to mind control. (I’ve never mind-controlled anyone yet, but then again, I’ve never met a super-soldier. Hope springs eternal.)

      I saw a picture of Professor Aroon na Thalang, the principal investigator of this group, on the website five minutes ago when I looked up the location of his lab. In that picture, he was thumbnail sized and serious. Between the tiny image and the CV highlights listed beneath—PhD from Cambridge, an NSF CAREER grant, awards from DARPA—I had assumed he was twenty years older than me.

      He’s not. He looks about twenty-three. It has to be the Asian genes. He’s kind of hot, in a glowering, grumpy scientist kind of way.

      “You’re late,” he says. He has a hint of an accent. A British accent, to be precise, enough to remind me of that Cambridge PhD.

      “Um.” I bite my lip and curse my brother. “I’m sorry?”

      “You’re sorry, question mark.” His eyes narrow as he says this, like I’ve committed some kind of cardinal sin, and his accent seems more marked. “Either you’re not sure you’re sorry, in which case you shouldn’t be apologizing, or you’re sorry, period, and you need to work on your inflection. Which is it?”

      This is going well. I try again. “I’m Maria—”

      “Group meeting finished an hour ago.” He looks even more annoyed. “If you want to work in my lab—”

      “I don’t want to work in your lab. I’m here to meet Jay.”

      He frowns. Shit. I didn’t think much of the fact that I didn’t see a Jay listed on the group website. It’s September, the start of a new academic year. Groups change; the website is probably out of date. Now I’m wondering if Gabe gave me the wrong group name. Or the wrong department.

      “So sorry.” He delivers the word with a period at the end. A sarcastic period, the kind that says that he’s not sorry at all. “I don’t know you, and I don’t have time for…” He squints at me, and gives me another look, this one a little more pointed. “What are you selling, anyway? Lab supplies? Amway?”

      Assumptions shouldn’t be a big deal.

      But they are. I don’t know him, but he just assumed it was more likely I was selling make-up then…any of the other many possibilities in the world.

      I know what I look like. I’m pretty. I should be; I work hard for it. I like being pretty. I like wearing skirts and heels and makeup. I’m not going to apologize for doing my hair or knowing how to contour foundation or any of the other tiny skills I’ve invested years in learning.

      I’m going to get judged for caring about how I look, and judged for not caring. I might as well dress exactly how I want.

      I know that rationally, I shouldn’t care that a complete stranger has decided that I’m an airhead. But it still stings.

      “It’s not that,” I say.

      “So you are a grad student.” He rubs his hair, making it stick up in little black spikes. “Let me make this easy: I’m looking for three-sigma students. Not people who arrive two hours late, interrupting a perfectly good work session with my post doc, and who stare at me like deer drowning in headlights. There’s no point wasting each other’s time.”

      My pulse pounds thickly.

      “I’m…sorry?” I hear that question mark again and wince, just as his eyebrow rises. “I’m not sorry,” I say, “but I really am looking for Jay.”

      “Don’t be sorry,” he says. “Just join another group.”

      I inhale. “I think you misunderstand. Can I just talk to Jay—”

      “Nope,” he says. “Sorry. I’ve got things to do.”

      Before I can say anything else, he shuts the lab door on me. Great. I contemplate the buzzer and wonder what he would do if I rang it again. Given the degree of asshole he just displayed, and the fact that he said he was in the middle of a perfectly good work session, he’d probably just get mad at the hapless Jay, who is likely a new postdoc in his lab.

      Fine.

      I exhale, take out my phone, and text my brother.

      Are you sure you told me the right place? The Thalang group in chemistry? Did you mean biology?

      His response comes seconds later. Yep. Almost there.

      I frown dubiously at my phone. The Aroon na Thalang Group? There’s no Jay listed on the group page.

      That’s him, my brother texts back. Jay. It’s a nickname. Nobody calls him Aroon.

      I consider hitting my head against the cement wall in front of me.

      Yay. Gabe’s friend—the one who just shut the door in my face, the one I’m supposed to have dinner with—is a dick.

      Yes, he jumped to conclusions. Yes, I’m sure he’ll make all the right pretend apologies when Gabe clues him in. But he still looked at me and decided I was a lab supply salesperson, and didn’t let me get a word in edgewise.

      Great.

      It doesn’t help that I’m staring at a poster of his lab’s work. I’ve noticed these in the hallways earlier as I was looking for this place. They’re essentially advertisements for all the research groups that are recruiting new graduate students.

      I’ve seen badly photoshopped versions representing various groups as X-Men or the Avengers. Here, someone has photoshopped Jay’s face on the massive, genetically enhanced dinosaur that wreaked havoc on a fictional theme park. I recognize the rest of the group from the picture as velociraptors.

      “Apt,” I mutter.

      Strangely, though, this reminder of fictional mayhem calms me down.

      Most people, when they’re feeling a little upset, take deep breaths and think good thoughts.

      I’m Maria Lopez. I take deep breaths and think about the end of the world.

      Literally. These basement chemistry laboratories are an apocalyptic filmmaker’s wet dream. I am not far from the room where plutonium was discovered. If there’s an apocalypse waiting to happen in some scientist’s lab, it could be close by. Behind that fire door there, someone may well be tinkering with some nanotechnological device that will spell the end of civilization as we know it.

      So far, despite humanity’s best efforts, civilization has persisted.

      I know all about apocalypses that don’t happen. The apocalypse is nothing more than shitty things that happen to you instead of someone else. The apocalypse has been fiction for me, and fiction it will remain.

      Life goes on.

      I can handle one dinner with an asshole. I’ve dealt with worse.

      Almost there, Gabe texts. Sorry!

      It’s okay, I answer. I didn’t expect you to be on time.

      He texts me an emoji of a face with its tongue sticking out.

      Gabe and I have lived in different cities since I was twelve and my parents kicked me out of the house. Even back then, he used to pick me up from school twenty or thirty minutes after class let out. In the years since, he’s been late for Skype calls and the occasional dinner when our paths intersected. It’s not just me; this is a perpetual habit. He was late for his own PhD commencement ceremony. His advisor walked on stage alone with Gabe’s hood and gave the crowd a shrug.

      I didn’t think things would be any different now that we’re living a mile apart.

      After everything we’ve been through together, I can spot him fifteen minutes.

      The fire door to my right opens, and Gabriel walks through. He has medium brown hair—like me, except his is cut as short as someone who has forgotten about haircuts for three months can manage, and mine has gold and red highlights. His jaw is a little more square, and he’s about an inch shorter than I am. Which is why I hug him and say…

      “Hello, little brother.” He’s three years older than I am. Before I went through my growth spurt, he used to give me noogies and say, “that’s what you get for being so small.”

      Biology is a bitch, and so are younger sisters. I give him a noogie.

      “Gah.” He pulls away. “It’s not fair.”

      That was my line when we were kids.

      I stick my tongue out at him.

      “I need to invent time travel and punch my teenage self in the face.” He turns to the door and presses the bell. “You’re going to really like Jay. He’s a good guy.”

      I grimace at his back.

      It’s not the first time I’ve played nice with one of his “good” guy friends, and it won’t be the last. There are a lot of reasons for guys to be a dick to me, and I’ve seen all of them.

      We wait. The door opens again.

      Professor Thalang opens the door again. Now that I know that he’s Jay, and my brother’s friend, his age is a little easier to discern. He’s probably a few years older than I am—three, five?—and no more. I saw his CV. Damn. He has been busy with his life.

      His eyes land on my brother and his face lights up. He grabs Gabe by the shoulders, slapping him on the back.

      “Look at you,” Jay says. “You survived Switzerland. Almost. Too bad about the other thing.”

      Gabe laughs. “Dude. Don’t give me shit about the other thing until you meet Silke. She’s the greatest.”

      My lip curls slightly.

      Yeah, that little crack is about par for the “good guy” course, in my experience. My brother spent the last two years in Switzerland. He had a postdoctoral position at CERN. He worked with some of the brightest scientists in the world at the world’s most powerful supercollider. He published four papers about elementary particles. But all of that is equivalent to almost surviving Switzerland, because while Gabe was there, he got engaged to a lovely, smart computational scientist. Surely a fate worse than death.

      I might as well be invisible. Jay—Professor Thalang—I’m not sure how I should think of him—smacks my brother’s back. “How have you been, man?”

      “Oh, you know. Busy on that revision for JACR still.”

      I don’t remember what journal that acronym stands for. I suspect that if I don’t say anything, the two of them will descend into science. Which I don’t mind, but I want Jay to squirm.

      “Gabe.” I touch my brother’s arm.

      That’s when Professor Thalang notices me. He literally didn’t see me before now. He frowns in my direction, drawing away from my brother. “Hey.”

      Gabe doesn’t notice the look on his face. “Right. Before I forget—Maria, this is Jay Thalang. Jay, this is my little sister, Maria.”

      I look Jay in the eye, and decide to annoy him. “Hi?” I let my voice go up at the end of the word intentionally, making the word a question.

      He grimaces. “Oh.”

      Oh indeed.

      “Shit.” He looks into my eyes and inhales. His eyes are dark brown and piercing, and the effect of his dark, thick eyebrows is that he looks fierce.

      “Maria,” Gabe says, not noticing the tension racheting up, “this is Jay. He was a postdoc at Harvard when I was there. He does work on—”

      “I read his lab posters in the hall after he shut the door in my face,” I say sweetly. “I know what he does.”

      Gabe frowns. Even he can’t avoid noticing this anvil of a clue indicating that all is not well.

      Jay doesn’t quite roll his eyes. “You read my posters,” he says with a hint of disbelief. “You know what I do. Sure.”

      That emphasis on sure, the way he looks at me… He doesn’t believe I could understand. He’s calling me stupid.

      Like I said. It’s not the first time someone’s made assumptions about me, and it won’t be the last. The good thing is, if he’s not going to even pretend to be nice, I don’t have to, either.

      “I understand everything,” I say, turning to Gabe. “Did you know Jay’s working on a top secret Pentagon project? He uses invisible radiation to turn himself into an asshole.”

      Gabe looks at me, then at his friend, then back at me. “I’m missing something,” he declares.

      “Don’t worry, little brother.” I pat Gabe’s shoulder. “His terrible transformation only happens around women. You’re safe.”
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        Want to know more? Find out more about Hold Me by clicking here.
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