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Fix pushed a button, and his watch glowed blue: Eleven forty-four. The first snow of the year fell outside the window, lit up by the streetlights below. It reminded him of the dry ticker-tape dust that spilled when the cleaning staff emptied the paper shredder. He was tired of all the secrecy around the Y2K project. What was he thinking, working for a bank?

Y2K. The Year 2000. The millennium. Fix twisted the blinds shut and walked from the window in the dark. Here they were, New Year's Eve, nineteen ninety-nine. The office was dark around him, but city dark, night filled with an ever-present pale luminance. He could easily see his way around the cubicles as he headed back to the "Control Room", as they called it, the room where they'd spent most of the last three months working on the project, trying to contain all the leaks that the team before them left in their wake. That team took most of the Y2K budget with them, too.

The six beers he'd had, a warmup for the real celebration later, made their way through him, depositing themselves in his head and his bladder. He looked at the Control Room door with its Christmas tree made of old green computer punch cards. They were the real culprits here. There'd been lots of talk about the previous team's largesse and ultimate failure to do the job at hand. But it wasn't really their fault, Fix thought to himself, looking at the punch cards. The real fuckups were the programmers who decided decades ago that with only eighty holes per card and storage space so expensive, it would be better to abbreviate the year to two numbers. Instead of punching "1976", they punched "76" to save time and some of their limited computing power. Fix tried for a second to remember the figure he'd heard about how much that abbreviation was going to cost—something like a trillion dollars, between lost revenue, lawsuits, accidents, and corrections. Almost all the major computing systems and software in the world had been designed around six digit dates, as were countless microchips and billions of lines of codes in at least 2500 programming languages, and here they were on the eve of eight digits—2000/01/01—ready or not.

He laughed. Sure, there were real horrors that could result from this date thing. Everything run by computers stood a chance to get fouled up: every bank, restaurant, and hospital, not to mention the global positioning system satellites. There could be oil tankers and planes crashing into each other tomorrow.

But probably not. After all, there were scores of people like him working on solutions, right? That thought made his stomach sink, knowing how much guesswork and jerry-rigging they'd done on this job.

The biggest problem so far for this bank wasn't a technical one at all. Tales from the Book of Revelations couldn't touch the horrors that First Dominion had encountered: seven-headed beasts didn't hold much street cred anymore, but a vanishing bank account—now that was scary! As fears and rumours spread about the millennium bug, more and more customers withdrew their money. Yesterday, lineups wound around the block. People from PR tried to stem the outward tide of money with reassurances, but in the end, the people wanted real paper money to hold onto, and the bank had to give it out when asked. Trouble was, most of it wasn't there. Fix always held a Scrooge McDuck image in his head of vaults filled with hundred dollar bills for the bankers to swim in. But this wasn't the case at all, and the banks were screwed trying to come up with enough cash to hand out. Fix felt a nasty glee watching the whole institution creak at its foundations. This wasn't It's A Wonderful Life with an earnest George opening steel boxes to give back the customers' money. As he worked on the computer systems that transferred money between branches, bought stocks with it, and loaned it to outside interests, he realized that the bank made its billions each year just by moving around the customers' money. Then charged them service fees.

"Fuck 'em," he said, as he turned from the Control Room and headed for the bathroom. He opened the bathroom door and closed it behind him, then was confronted with windowless dark. As he fumbled for the light switch, he felt a moment's panic: What if something did go wrong tonight? That's what they were here to prevent, why they were waiting here for midnight; not because the team wanted to hang out together. Julie, the project manager who'd hired him for this team, had been his closest friend for the past two years. But neither of them gave a particular shit about Lloyd, their programmer, except that he was good at what he did. Tonight was about seeing what would happen when the clocks changed from 11:59 to 12:00, from 1999 to 2000. They'd run simulations, but there were so many variables—outside systems, the miles of code they'd waded through, and then finally the fact that the real systems were so vital that they'd never been allowed to run tests on them. It was all switching over tonight, and their work was the baling wire that would hold it all together. Hopefully.

He flipped the switch, and an incandescent bulb lit up the single-person room. Putting his hands on either side of the sink, he looked at his face in the mirror. And didn't recognize himself. His wiry dark blonde hair was tousled, pushed back from his pale, oblong face. His eyes were sunken, ringed with tired purple. His mouth was a small, deep red silhouette of the Golden Gate Bridge. He knew the features well enough, but he was scared to find himself looking deep into his own eyes, into the infinity held in the black of his pupils. Was it infinity, or nothingness?

New Year's Eve always had this effect on him. He was okay with being at work, instead of at some bar trying to have the happiest time of the year, like it somehow epitomized how his life was going. Really, being at work pretty much summed it up. At least he wasn't mired in any kind of fears about the apocalypse. Anyone who'd done their homework knew the Gregorian calendar was about four years off. So all the people waiting at home with their loved ones for the arrival of a bearded figure in a housecoat should have been better behaved in '96, not now. It was all just a bunch of numbers anyhow, right? Funny that those numbers—time—were the one thing that everyone on earth agreed to, and now that was the one thing that could fuck it all up.

He really had to pee, but teased himself, pausing when he finally made it to the bathroom. He turned to the urinal, unzipped his jeans, pulled out his dick, and relieved himself, letting all his heavy thoughts fall into the white porcelain with the beer.



On the way back to the Control Room, he stopped by his desk. Unlike most of the others around him, he hadn't pinned cards and inspirational sayings to the fabric walls of his cubicle, and there were no little rubber creatures on his monitor. Instead there were napkins and torn pieces of graph paper covered in cryptic scribbles of shapes and fractured phrases, ideas had in a coffee shop or a bar, on the way to work or in the middle of a sleepless night, jotted down and brought here.

Julie was the project manager, holding the team together and giving them direction. She also defended their methodologies and schedules to the management, who were filled with hesitation after being snowed by their predecessors. She'd done it though, he thought, switching on his CPU. They were right on time, and everything was done.

His screen came to life. Across the computer's desktop display were the characters "Y2K" in a futuristic sans serif font. That was his focus, Y2K. No chat at the watercooler, no new baby pictures, no feel-good organizational pep talks. Just a job to do. He entered his password. The screen displayed the words "Logging On: Felix Lauzon". He hadn't been called Felix since he was eight. That was when he repaired the timer on his mom's broken washing machine. The family couldn't afford to hire a repairman, so his father and he pulled the workings out to service them. To Fix it was just a puzzle. He wasn't a genius, just good at fixing things, seeing through to the underlying patterns that made them work. So his name got abbreviated to Fix, and it stuck.

The computer presented an array of folders and files, grouped according to a system that only made sense to him. He checked out some of his last-minute corrections. It was hard to tell in this state, but everything looked okay. He clicked through to an old folder, an experiment he'd worked on about a month ago. The folder was labelled "Y2kaos". It was something he'd written, never meant to be run. He didn't even know if it would work, but in his drunken, careless mood, he double-clicked the last version of his experiment, the one he'd compiled into a live program. "Hmm," he muttered to himself, realizing that he hadn't given the program any kind of interface to tell him how it was doing. Or what it was doing. He giggled to himself about his first from-scratch programming attempt, and left the computer to shut itself off.



Eleven fifty-six. He made his way back to the Control Room. The air inside the dark little room had a tang of ozone from all the electrical systems, and was slightly cooler than the rest of the office, climate-controlled to protect the banks of computers that stood like racks of bombs in a B-52. The running noise of all the machinery struck his drunken senses, reinforcing the bombing run theme. A closer look, though, showed an intricate macramé of modern wires—thin capillaries, flat wide connectors like ribbon licorice, and thick blue vines of Ethernet cable. Julie and Lloyd sat in the glow of five monitors. Four of them displayed scrolling pages of text. One showed a big digital clock, now reading "11:57".

Julie was in her usual black leggings, jacket, and boots. Functional, elegant. It also suited her frame, which was fit and muscular. Fix found her face in the blue-green glow comfortingly familiar, in every way his wasn't back in the bathroom. Her dark hair was pulled back, her mouth a wide, full smile that showed confidence yet reserved some thoughts to herself. And that nose, too wide to be traditionally pretty, worked on her. She wore one earring in the top of her left ear. Fix figured it was a tiny hint of rebellion.

Lloyd, sitting next to her, defied the traditional notion of a programmer. He was dressed in ‘upscale casual' clothes, a complete Roots lifestyle that looked tailored to him. Everyone thought Fix was stocky, but the few who'd seen him naked were surprised to find out how thin he was. Sitting in front of a computer all day didn't do much for his physique. But here was Lloyd, in a sweater and cords, looking like a picture from a Christmas catalogue. His close-cropped black hair always looked perfect. His jaw was almost ridiculously strong, yet his face still looked boyishly cute. He was good in public, too. "There is much to hate about Lloyd," Julie once said.

But he was good at what he did. A year ago, he reprogrammed a telecommunications satellite from Earth, making it useful beyond its clock's built-in expiry date. The satellite's owners saved several million dollars, and Lloyd became the golden boy of the embedded systems community. Here, he invented defences for any kind of errors or intrusions that the bank's computer systems might face.

Julie found Fix at a trade show, where she heard him give a talk on an idea of his called "kinematic programming": "the natural extension of object-oriented programming, describing the interrelationship of objects as they act together." No one in the room followed what he said. But he was onto something—Julie could see that—even if she didn't know what. After the talk was cut mercifully short, she spoke to him. Two years later, they were the best of friends, and now she was giving him the chance to put his ideas to work. Fix was in charge of imagining structures and connections, dreaming up solutions that were way "outside the box". But Lloyd was the one who made them work. Tonight was Lloyd's show. Or his funeral. Yet Fix knew everything would go perfectly. That's just how it went for Lloyd.

"Ready?" Julie asked. She picked up a bottle of champagne from the desk and pulled at the thin gold foil around its neck.

"Yeah," said Fix. "Nervous?" he asked Lloyd.

"Honestly? Yeah, I am. I think you're the only person who understands just how wrong this could go, Felix." (Almost no one called him Felix.) "Remember that experiment you told me about, the thing that messed with date byte lengths?"

"Yeah," he answered, feeling sheepish about having just run it.

"What kind of numbers would that produce?"

"Oh, like, imaginary. There's not that much money in the world, let alone in someone's personal account."

"So this has got to work."

They all stared in silence as the clock made its way through 11:58. "This is it," Lloyd said, tapping at the keyboard. "I'm removing the bridges between our test-bed and the main process. We're going live, guys."

"Jesus," Julie said, "our system is actually going to take over the bank. I mean, I have every confidence in you guys, it's just, God, who are we to be doing something this big?"

"We're the best team in the country," Lloyd replied flatly. To him it was just a fact.

The time disappeared from the main screen. Julie gasped, then felt embarrassed when Lloyd made the clock come back, now with seconds scrolling. Everything about this project had been under her control since she got involved. But now there was an infinite number of variables—how would this work with outside systems? What if they'd missed something? Maybe they should have used the Julian calendar. Maybe—she told herself to shut up. At least she could still manage herself.

11:58:49.

"Ten, nine, eight," they quietly counted together. "Seven, six, five, four…" This was the joyous conclusion of their work, but the moment was nothing but a nightmare. Their stomachs were in knots, and there was no point in pretending otherwise. Lloyd sat in the middle with his arms around Julie and Fix's shoulders.

"Three. Two. One."

Nothing. Julie turned and checked the text displays. She tapped at the keyboard, muttering to herself. "Basic input/output, date operations… system time, real time… date interfacing…" She turned back to the two young men. "Gentlemen, we have compliance! It worked!" she screamed, "Happy new millennium!" They jumped out of their chairs, yelling and cheering. Julie popped the plastic mushroom cork off the champagne. Champagne spilled down her hand. Lloyd reached for plastic glasses, which she quickly filled.

"To…" Lloyd began. But he was lost for words. All their preparation had been for the stroke of midnight, never a thought given to what would happen in the moment after.

"To business as usual," Fix said, raising his plastic glass. They clicked their glasses together and repeated the cheer. But as the tangy fizz made its way down his throat, he found himself feeling disappointed.
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Fix opened his eyes with some difficulty. After a few seconds of not knowing who or where he was, he focused on the surroundings of his apartment. His futon lay on the floor, a raft in an ocean of T-shirts and jeans, cassette tapes and half-read computer books. Like wooden icebergs in this ocean, a few Deco-style dressers drifted in the corners of the room, the only storage space in the bachelor apartment. From the closest piece, a small unit with curved corners and dark etched lines, Fix grabbed his palmtop computer and silenced its alarm. Its screen showed the time as "10:21, Sat 01/01/2000". He smiled at the little device, happy that it made it through the date change.

He rolled from the bed and dragged himself to the bathroom, wearing only yesterday's underwear, the same kind of plain white boxers he always wore. One of his few dates once teased him, saying they were "old man underwear". Yeah, well, they were still around and the date wasn't.

His reflection in the mirror looked tired, but that was nothing new. He swore to himself that tonight he'd get to bed early. It was Saturday, after all. He'd just go to work, check a few things, maybe rent a movie, and make an early evening of it. Movie. VCR. Suddenly back in alert-thinking mode, he poked his head out from the bathroom door to look at the VCR. It flashed "12:00". Hmm, he thought, he hadn't checked the year on the VCR. It was probably screwed. Ehh, there was nothing he wanted to tape anyway.

He poked his head back around the corner. Why was the time flashing? The power must have gone out. Was this just a regular holiday blackout, or was it Y2K-related? Fix read about a power company in Hawaii whose main computer, the one that directed surges of power, failed a Y2K test. It had a backup, but that failed the test, too. When the first one crashed, it would be replaced by… another computer that would crash. But the mistake was caught. Looked like there might be an old computer on the grid here at home. Or maybe he was just being paranoid.

He went back into the bathroom and turned the taps in the shower, happy when water poured from the faucet. He'd never thought before of all the systems and people that made such simple things possible. He adjusted the taps, testing the temperature with his hand. When it was just right, he pulled off his boxers, dropped them on the floor, and stepped inside.



Mrs. Lewecki stopped him in the hall. "No bicycles inside. I tell you before," she said. As his landlady, she was obliged to remind him of the policy, but her tone conveyed no expectation that he would ever obey it. She was always very pleasant with Fix, almost parental. He didn't talk to any of the other neighbours when he saw them in the long dark hallway to the front door, but he made an exception for the super. She was just so sweet, and he figured it couldn't hurt to have her on his side.

"I'm sorry, Mrs. Lewecki," he said, swinging his bike around her. "It won't happen again."

"You should not be riding this time of year. You get yourself killed." Fix nodded, half to thank her for her concern, half to appease her. This had been the driest winter in years. A quick check out the front door showed that last night's snow barely even struck the ground. This season was just cold, asphalt, and concrete.

He hoisted the bike up while he descended the stairs, then dropped it on its wheels, the fenders and chain making a disproportionate amount of noise. The bike was old, but it did its job. He jumped up onto it, and raced down the street.

Even though it was Saturday and he wasn't expected at work, he still cycled at his customary madman pace. Close now to the bank, he swung the bike to the left across the intersection just as the opposite light turned red. It looked like a risky move, but he knew that corner well.

He heard a thunk and felt himself rolling up onto the hood of a car. "Jesus Fuck!" he yelled, more scared than angry. He righted himself and looked through the windshield into the equally frightened face of a middle-aged woman. He clambered off the car's hood and picked up his bike. Its frame had a new dent, but it was hardly the first. He crossed to the driver's window. He still had too much adrenaline shooting cold through him to even know if he'd been hurt, though he didn't think so. "There's no advance turn at that light on the weekend," he said, as indignantly as he could, his pounding heart and shortness of breath audible as a crack in his voice.

"But there was an arrow!" she protested apologetically.

"Look," he said, pointing at the sign above the light, "Mon to Fri, 7 a.m. to 6 p.m."

"But," she said, pointing to the flashing green left-turn green arrow.

The woman didn't catch much of what the young man said as he stomped away with his bike in tow. Something about f-ing relays and why too kay.
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A week later, most everything had returned to normal: phone service was consistent, almost everyone was back at work, and the police relaxed their martial law stance. At First Dominion, the team worked long hours, double- and triple-checking to make sure that everything really was working as well as it seemed to be. Julie hated that this was the real testing ground for their work.

But their spirits were high. Lloyd was in his heaven, strutting into the office each morning with little gifts for the others—croissants and fresh juice, monogrammed pens—projecting his specialness onto the two who supported him. He even had them up to his parents' chalet the weekend after The Date Change. Julie learned quickly on the ski slopes, looking, with her black clothes and thin, muscular frame, like a panther in the snow. Fix spent most of the day tumbling over himself, bursting out laughing. After a while, he was doing it on purpose, throwing himself downhill. The other skiers were not impressed with the sight of the young man in jeans and an old postal parka leaping about, making divots in the snow.

Alone with Fix in the Control Room, Julie said, "You know, I'm actually getting to like him. You've got to admit, he pulled off a miracle there. Sorry. You were amazing, too. But there's something about his brand of amazingness that's just so visible."

"I think he was raised to be like that," Fix replied. "Look at that girlfriend Trina of his. She was bred in some Dutch lab for the sole purpose of being a wife to someone like him."

"She was nice."

"Did you talk to her?"

"Yeah, and she was nice."

"What did you talk about?"

Julie paused. "Boots. And our hair. Okay, I get your point."

"His dad's successful, but his brother—! Did you look through that scrapbook of Trent's his mom brought out? In his Junior Achievement group he bought out all the other kids and had them working for him. And he just kept going. There were clippings about him from The Financial Post, Maclean's. I bet he's the richest guy his age in Canada. Makes Lloyd look like a grocery-bagger. At least Lloyd's girlfriend is prettier than Trent's wife."

"So what if they're all disgustingly successful? If it wasn't for people like Lloyd's family, we wouldn't have had this project to do. How much money do you have in the bank?"

"I took most of it out before New Year's." Julie shot him a look. "Hey, I didn't know for sure if we were going to be able to pull it off. But I've got about a hundred and fifty in an account."

"And if you lost that, would you care? Not for more than a couple of weeks, right? But if Mr. Hayes and his insurance empire suddenly had corrupt data in all their policies and he went bankrupt, well, I'm sure it would mean more to him."

"Speaking of bankrupt," Fix asked, "have you talked to Carol yet about compensation for the little miracle we performed for them?"

"Not since we accepted the contract. I guess it's time to have that conversation. Let's go find Lloyd."



Carol Martin closed the door behind her. She was in her early forties, with a look that was surgically precise, from the lapels of her blazer to the curled, red tips of her hairdo. She admired Julie's dedication to process and order. Lloyd was always charming with her, almost dangerously so, and his skills in coding COBOL, FORTRAN, and C++ spoke for themselves. Fix was something she tolerated, only because Julie insisted he was essential to the project. As Risk Director for the bank, she didn't quite understand what he did; it defied reduction to words on paper, so she resented his presence. And that was not fun to be around. Her office was not particularly fun, either, filled with art composed of geometries in dark tones and a giant black desk inhabited by dangerous-looking imported silver objects—a letter-opener, a stapler, a tape dispenser, each looking like it was borrowed from the set of a Cronenberg film. Fix was sure she'd never seen a Cronenberg film. A few nights before, he laughed out loud at a movie, drawing angry stares in the darkness: the woman with the torch in the Columbia Pictures credits looked exactly like Carol.

"I'll dispense with the pleasantries," she began. Pleasantries? Fix wondered, looking about with his eyebrows raised, but no one caught the sight-gag, being too concerned about the portent of the meeting. "I'm disappointed."

The team's mouths opened, but none of them breathed.

"You have carried out the description of the project, but only just. Your methodologies were haphazard and unreproduceable. This is unacceptable, and as a result the amount of your compensation will be duly adjusted."

"Ms. Martin," Julie protested, "we were working under an extreme time constraint, and managed to scrutinize and correct over 750,000 lines of code, many of which were inaccurately altered by our predecessors. We—Fix—also created a new method for harmonizing time codes between our systems and outside computers. This team has performed remarkably, and I don't think you're being fair."

"I'm not asking for your assessment here. And what others did before you is irrelevant. That doesn't compensate for the lack of any documentation about your project."

"That's what this is about? Documentation? I'm sorry, but we were too busy saving your institution to record everything we did!"

"Did you save us? I have no proof."

"We'll get it to you. And when we do, will you reconsider the matter of our fees?"

"Certainly. In the meantime, I see no need for the bank to be billed for the presence of the full complement of your team. You may stay, Ms. Baruzzo, to complete the documentation. And I have other duties for you, Mr. Hayes. But I am afraid, Mr. Lauzon, that you are no longer needed, if ever you were."

Fix seethed, "What rhymes with ‘bitch', Carol? Ohh, gave it away."

"Get out of here!" Carol yelled, her composure breaking for a flash, then instantly settling back into place.

"I was just about to leave anyway," he replied, getting up from his gray swivel chair, "and you're welcome for rescuing the bank." As he left, Julie plopped her head onto her hand, knowing she now had to back-peddle twice as fast to undo this damage. Lloyd was dumbfounded. He'd never seen Fix get angry before. He mentally chided Fix for his tactics, though: playing Carol right had already gotten him another job.



"Don't worry," Julie said from her cell phone in the bank parking lot later that afternoon, "I'll get you what you're owed. I'm not going to let you go broke. Your work on this project was invaluable, and I'm not just saying that ‘cause you're my best friend. The documentation will show that."

"How long do you think that'll take you?"

"God, at least a month. I don't know where to start. We were putting out so many fires. How's this: if you help me, we'll split what I make 'til it's done. That is, if you still want to be involved."

"Yeah, I wanna be involved," Fix admitted, "It was the biggest challenge of my life. Besides, I did it for you, not for them."



Fix leaned his bike against the corner of the bank wall, and ripped open the Velcro on his nylon wallet. He pulled out his bank card and pushed it into the little gray plastic slot in the bank machine. He'd managed to spend his small savings in the weeks since he'd been fired. Julie's documentation was still unfinished, so the bank was holding out on both of them. Lloyd had been moved to another department, dealing with the overseas switch to the Euro dollar.

He tapped his way through the screens, not even bothering to read them: password, withdraw cash, chequing, $40. Fix was relieved to hear the machine printing his transaction record, more when he saw the two twenties emerge from the black metal jaws of the machine. He grabbed the slip without looking at it, deciding to spare himself for now.

He stuffed his wallet in his pocket and pedalled off to Julie's apartment to help her with the writing, to try and remember the thousands of corrections they made over the past few months. The sky overhead was the same washed-out gray as his socks. The milky clouds stayed low enough to block out the sun and its memory, never giving up any snow. Fix's face felt like it was turning to stone as he passed through street after street on the way, his nostrils frosted inside with each intake of air. This was definitely the coldest day this year. He tried to appreciate the old wartime homes in Julie's neighbourhood, to look at the people, anything to rouse himself from feeling like a zombie on a bike. It was no use: February in the city just plain sucked. It was no place for the living.

Was he living? Really, he wondered, how much longer could he go on like this? Would he get another job? What would it be? Could he get a job, after being fired like that? He felt desperate. Okay, he thought, stopping, pulling his bike up onto the sidewalk, what can we do? He reached around for his back pocket and ripped open his wallet, fishing inside for his transaction record. He unfolded it and read it: WD-CHQ $40.00 BALANCE: $15,894,331,708,547,853,540,132,913,152.00.

The bike fell to the sidewalk, twanging and rattling. Fix stumbled backwards, tripping on his heel. His butt hit the sidewalk. He sat on the cold concrete looking at the little slip of paper that fluttered in his hand.



"It's just a miscalculation. Or maybe you took someone else's receipt instead," Julie said, examining the transaction record.

"Yeah, someone with fifteen bazillion dollars in their account? No, I did this," said Fix, staring down at Julie's Iranian-print bedspread. They sat cross-legged across from each other on her bed, just as they had for the past few weeks while working on the documentation. Only this time Fix had on a dog-like I did a bad thing face.

"Don't you think you're being a bit dramatic? If this is some system error, then all three of us did it."

"No," Fix argued, "I did it. On New Year's Eve. I wrote a little program, not even a program, earlier in the project, and on New Year's Eve I ran it. I was drunk, and I didn't think it would do anything. It didn't look like it did anything. Guess it did."

"But how would you have done this? Fix, if you stole money, tell me now. You're my best friend, but if you did something like that on my project, I want you to tell me right now," Julie said, screwing her head forward to give him the most direct, piercing look she ever had. Fix looked over her shoulder at the rock climbing holds that were screwed to the wall, colourful little blobs of rough cement. Her body was all sinew and muscle, and for a brief moment he wondered if she was actually going to beat him up over this. Being beaten up by a girl would be a new twist on an old theme.

"I didn't steal anything. It is my money… in a sense. It's the test account I created. You know how they wouldn't let us test on any of the real systems? Well, I created this account that existed out in the real system, but in a kind of bubble. It's invisible to anyone inside the bank. And now that I've been fired, the only way I could get in is with my bank card. It never occurred to me to try until now, ‘cause I didn't need to. It's only a hundred and fifty bucks."

"Sorry, correction, it's 15 bazillion dollars."

"No, it's a hundred and fifty bucks. It's just—how do I explain this?—it's just in another time." Fix shifted himself, getting comfortable, his hands at the ready in front of him as he prepared to unravel it for Julie. He loved turning techno-speak into English for people. When he could do it, he knew that he really understood a thing at its core. "You know the time code harmonization function we added to the system? How does that work? Well, our bank system has its own clock, right? Every time an outside computer talks to our system, it's asked for its version of the time. If it's different from ours, the system checks the other computer's time against a radio signal from an atomic clock in Colorado. Perfectly accurate. If the guest computer's date is off, our computer corrects it."

"Then we never have bad data infecting our system. Right, that's what Lloyd programmed for us, based on your weird little logic drawings," Julie added.

"But what if there was, say, this one account that lived in a bubble where there was no time. And you could feed it the time manually… Only I never fed it in, so inside that bubble it's the year zero."

"But with two thousand years' interest the bank's general ledger would go off the scale! Surely they'd see that."

"Naw, they wouldn't. ‘Cause from inside it always looks like a hundred and fifty bucks. Only an outside computer making a transaction would see it as, well, this," said Fix, taking the slip from her hand.

"Okay, so as long as you don't touch this, is it safe?"

"Actually, it's safe as long as I'm the only one touching it. The bubble kinda has this bar of soap property, like, if anyone tries to touch it, it'll slip away from them. Well, it'll slip away, but it'll also change itself to stay hidden. Maybe ‘bubble' is a bit too cute an analogy, ‘cause it's made of a smeg."

"Please," Julie moaned, "tell me that's an acronym."

"Yeah, it is. Simulated Multimorphic Encryption Generator. Back in '94 it caused a bit of trouble. That was the 2.0 form. This is version 3. It's a virus that can change itself to avoid detection. But this bubble is self-contained. It won't spread."

"For sure?" Julie asked, screwing Fix down with that uncomfortable look again.

"Well, not unless someone tries to burst it. But it won't show up to the regular virus-checker programs. Lloyd's the only person there who could catch it. He wrote all the date-harmonizing stuff. I just stitched the bubble around it."

"So," Julie thought aloud, "first we have to tell Lloyd."

"Are you sure that's such a good idea?"

"Fix! He's the only one who can undo this."

"If I could get to my computer I might be able to get rid of it. Oh God—" Fix halted, his jaw dropping, "My computer is still there, right? They haven't shifted our offices around yet, have they?"

"No, they're still too busy dealing with the Euro thing."

"Good."

"Why good?" Julie leaned back on her arms, uncrossing her legs to stretch them on either side of Fix. She was surprised to find herself getting used to all these potential calamities.

"'Cause the program that made the bubble is still sitting on that computer. And," he paused, "if someone tried to break into it, well, it might just burst the bubble. Ever look at a bubble up close? Just before it bursts you can see all the rainbow-coloured drops barely holding together," Fix got lost for a second in the image. Julie, losing her calm, tapped him with her foot. "Well, each of those little drops goes flying off into the system."

"Get your bike," Julie commanded, getting up, grabbing her heavy black leather jacket from a chair.

"Where are we going?"

"Get your fucking bike!"

Fix ran across the loft and got his bike from the spot where he'd leaned it against the wall. Julie hoisted hers over her shoulder and headed out for the elevator. He hurried out of the apartment after her."And lock the door behind you," he heard her say from down the hall. He went back and, this time, locked the door.



Julie slipped her passcard into the slot beside the door to their department. It would look suspicious in the logs, her entering at this time of the evening. And the cameras would pick her up with Fix. She wasn't comfortable with that. But she'd figure out something to say later, once this was all cleared up.

Fix pulled a chair up to his old computer. Switching it on, he said, "Good. No one's even touched it. It's a piece of shit machine, but right now it's a rather loaded piece of shit machine." The screen prompted him to log in.

"How do you like this?" Fix asked Julie, holding up a picture of his face that he'd pulled from a drawer.

"Pretty funny."

"Har har," he replied dryly, "It's the key to the encryption algorithm that the bubble uses. I used a steganosaurus program to hide the key in my picture."

"Were you ever actually working on this project while you were here?"

"Baby, this was the project to me. If I hadn't worked all this out we would never have been able to do what we did."

"If you do say so yourself."

"Am I right?" Fix asked, cocking his head coyly.

"You're right. But you were almost very wrong, fucker! Get going on your stupid bubble."



Lloyd turned the corner, coming from the Control Room. Looking up to find Julie and Fix, he jumped slightly. "Hi, guys," he said, composing himself, "what are you doing?"

Julie quickly jumped in, "Fix was just getting his personal stuff." The excuse fell flat the moment it left her lips: they all simultaneously looked at Fix's graph paper drawings and napkin notes. Neither Julie nor Lloyd had ever seen anything of Fix's that could be described as ‘personal'.

"I don't think you should be here, Felix. And I'm kinda surprised that you let him in, Julie."

"It's my fault," Fix said, looking over his shoulder, still half-working. "There's a bit of a hitch in our date solution. I wanted to come in and see if I could work it out, ‘cause I felt responsible. If you just give me a few more minutes."

"I was the lead programmer on that project, so I should implement any fixes to the system, particularly now that it's live!"

"Shit!" said Fix, looking at his screen, "I can't find it. Okay, Lloyd, remember that bubble experiment I told you about when we were in trials with the project? Well," he pointed at the screen, "it's in there. Much as I don't want to, I think we have to tell Carol."

"You can't do that," Lloyd said, visibly nervous.

"She already hates me, and it is my fault. What's she going to do, fire me?"

Lloyd picked up the phone on Fix's desk, dialled a short number, and spoke into the receiver, "Hello, security?"

"What are you doing?!" Fix screamed.

"…you'd better come up to Programming."

Fix jumped up from his chair. "Why the fuck'd'ya do that?"

"'Cause I can't have Carol looking around at my code."

"Why shouldn't she look at it?" asked Julie. Lloyd's expression was too complicated an answer to such a simple question. He refused to look her in the eyes. "Is there something wrong with the code? What's wrong with your code?" Lloyd's eyes darted around as if they wanted to hide in the back of his head. Julie scowled. "You messed with it, too, didn't you?" she hissed at him, "Can't you guys just do what you're supposed to without adding your own special touches? Fuck!" She stomped her engineer boot. Then she threw herself at Lloyd, grabbing him and pushing him against the wall, her forearm across his neck. "What did you do to it? And why haven't we seen it yet?"

"Leap year," said Lloyd, shaken, just as the security guards appeared down the hall.

Julie let go of Lloyd and grabbed Fix. "C'mon." Fix started to go with her down the opposite hallway, then turned back, grabbed his picture, and ran.
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            4

Julie squatted beside Fix. Their bikes lay on the ground next to them, hidden behind a station wagon. She popped her head up and looked through the car's windows. "The light's on in my apartment," she reported to Fix.

"God knows what Lloyd told the police," Fix wondered aloud.

"Nothing. He knows better than that. Whatever he told the bank, it won't implicate him. And the bank won't want any announcements about security breaches in their computer equipment. No, I don't think the police know exactly why they're after us."

"It seems pretty serious if they're at my place, and here, too. Whatever they think it was, they think we did something, and they seem pretty determined to find us."

"We've gotta get out of here," Julie said. "If only we could get to my car." She looked over at her little black Golf, glistening in the light of the streetlamps. She longed to be in it, shifting gears away from here, only it was directly below her lit windows, parked in front of the old red brick warehouse. Police cruisers were parked at angles on either side of the front door.

"There's no way. They're not going anywhere soon, and we can't stay around. C'mon," Fix said, righting his bike.

Julie lifted her sleek blue mountain bike. She found herself trusting him, needing him in this moment, and she was willing to follow wherever he was cycling off to in the dark.

Julie's hands were stiff from the cold by the time they reached the train station. Her face was numb, and she had trouble mouthing her words to him. "A train?"

"Sure. We'd never get through at an airport, but how much security is there on a train? And there are trains out of here all the time." Fix's face was pale, except for two bloody streaks of colour through his cheeks. His postal jacket looked warm, but his hands showed red through the holes in his beige wool gloves. Julie could see from his flat expression and searching glances that he was scared. It looked like he was trying to see some way that this wasn't true, some way out. She wasn't there yet. She couldn't feel the gravity of the situation. 'Cause it wasn't my fault, she thought, instantly feeling guilty for it. No, she would make this right for Fix. He dropped his bike against a railing. That was his custom, not caring if the rusty pretzel of white pipe and bald tires got stolen. On some level, potential thieves must have sensed and shared the owner's lack of concern for it. She looked down at her sporty ride. She never liked to leave it locked up outside. She laughed uncomfortably at herself: What does it really matter now? she wondered, rolling it over to the nearest parking meter and throwing her U-lock around its frame.

They climbed the pale concrete steps to the station, and crossed between towering columns to the huge wooden front doors. The arched ceiling inside usually awed Fix; right now, he was too focused on the eye-level wickets across the giant room. A few feet from the teller, Julie grabbed Fix's arm. "Where are we going?" she asked.

"I don't know," he replied, looking surprised. He hadn't thought about a destination. "What about some obscure little place?"

"Have you ever lived in a small town?" she asked.

"No," Fix replied.

"Well, trust me, you don't go to a small town unless you want to be seen, discussed, and conjectured about. We need someplace so big that no one would look twice if you were wearing nothing but a Dixie cup."

"So, New York then."

"Yeah. Shit. I don't have any mon—" she started, then looked at Fix. He pulled out his wallet. They both looked at it, then at each other.

Fix walked the few steps to the teller. "Do you take debit cards?" he asked. The teller said that they did. Fix turned to Julie, laughed nervously, and said, "I think I've got enough."
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Fix awoke as the train slowed to a halt. The tiny pillow with its paper gauze cover was barely tucked between his neck and shoulder. He turned to look at Julie, who was propped against his shoulder, asleep, and felt his neck grab uncomfortably. He moved his arm slightly, and Julie made a breathy noise. With his free arm, he reached over and tapped her shoulder. As she unfolded her hand from beneath her chin, Fix said, "We're here." She opened her eyes and looked outside the train's window. There was no indication of the time of day in the underground platform. The dark cement walls were smeared with white lime, overhung by braces and girders studded with large bolts and coated in decades' worth of gray paint. Long, thin rails of fluorescent lights hung above the walkway.

They stood up from their seats and made their way off the train. The porter looked at them quizzically, asking if they were forgetting any luggage. "Nope," Fix replied. Off the train, they were in the clear. Going through customs in the middle of the night had been harrowing, awakening to flashlights and dogs, fumbling to find enough ID in their wallets to satisfy the inspector. Now, on the platform they stretched, happy to be standing. They made their way up the short landing and walked into the lower lobby. Everything around them was an ornate piece of work. Lotus flower sconces held the incandescent bulbs that dimly lit the lobby. Every door was surrounded by intricately worked plaster—flowers, vines, leaves, geometric shapes. Here and there a modern font stuck out on an awkward plastic sign, announcing a schedule or a platform, accompanied by an outdated neighbour in carved wood or raised brass.

Other travellers moved about them: locals in loose shirts and jeans or perfectly-tailored suits; elderly visitors in khakis and polo shirts with New York City travel guides in hand; and a group of European teens, gathered about, having their picture taken by someone who looked far too busy for it. Julie remarked on how full the station was, given the early morning hour.

She looked around them, then pointed to a restaurant ahead of them. The name painted on the door was "The Oyster Bar", ‘Oyster' spelled out in a chunky rainbow of letters outlined in white. The name was the only modern thing to the restaurant. They crossed to it and looked inside. It was lit with small, warm lights along a roof like a tiled cave. Fix pointed at the white padded leather stools around a rounded counter that jutted into the room. Black and red lobsters clambered over each other in a turquoise tank. Julie pointed out items on the menu. Lobster for $23.95 a pound. Catfish filet for $20.95. Oysters for $2.35 each. Fix laughed, "Jee-sus!"

"Excuse me," said a voice. They both jumped, and turned around to see a man in a long chef's smock. "I just need to get in," he said. They moved, and he opened the door with his key, went inside, and locked the door behind him. A warm odour remained from the paper bag the chef carried. As he walked away, they saw the printing on the bag: McDonalds. The looked at each other and laughed.

They turned the corner and walked up to the main lobby. Fix remarked that the chandeliers overhead looked like giant, hollowed-out Fabergé eggs. Reaching the top of the stairs, they took in the spectacle of the station. The turquoise ceiling was high enough to play tricks on their perception, an effect compounded by its domed shape. Pinpoint lights sparkled, outlined with painted white compass-like markers, set into outlines of the constellations. Fix pointed them each out: a fish, a crab, a Pegasus, twins. "Who's this guy?" he asked, pointing at a man with a club in one hand, a lion's skin draped over his other arm.

"Orion," Julie replied, "isn't it? Orion the Hunter?" But Fix had moved on, staring at the long, arching windows on the far side of the station, with metal bars running down their lengths, filigree and leaves around their edges.

They walked into the lobby, then out onto the street. The exit was filled with a strong urine smell. They turned back to look at the station, and stopped walking to take it in. The arched windows were spaced out between giant columns. A cement statue stood at the top of the building with an eagle at his feet, its wings spread over some other characters. A cloth was wrapped partway around the man's waist, but something caught Fix's eye. The cloth didn't seem to cover his penis. Not wanting to be caught looking, Fix quickly broke his stare. But Julie was focused on something else, so he stole another look at the statue. The figure held a serpent-entwined staff, and had a winged helmet. His right hand was outstretched, palm upward. "Hey look," Fix said, "it's the FTD delivery guy, and he wants a tip." Julie looked flatly at him. "I know, it's Mercury. I may not have finished school, but I'm not an idiot."

"Let's get something to eat," said Julie, starting down the street. As they approached the Chrysler Building, Fix slowed to a stop, his mouth open. He ran to the corner and leaned his head all the way back to take in the whole building. He hurried back, gawking at the front door, then above it, at the dramatic upward points of stainless steel, between which were panes of knobbly glass. The building was ‘structure' personified in glass and steel. Without a word, he stepped through the door like it was a mirror and he was Alice. The lobby was dark, its reddish marble interior lit from a few recessed sources, the bulbs covered in oblong stainless steel covers. His fingers traced out the steel patterns of the small marquée inside. As he wandered further in towards the elevators, he saw the security guard. The large man shook his head imposingly, pointing at a sign on a stand: "Building Closed".

"Can I just look around?" Fix asked him.

"Sorry, son," he said, just as an older man wandered into the lobby, a large old video camera in his hand. His polo shirt was stretched over his gut, which hung below his belt line, visible under his open nylon windbreaker. The guard said to Fix, "I can't let you in unless you have business here." He then turned to the elderly tourist, "Uh, sir, you can't enter the building. It's closed to the public."

Julie walked up beside Fix, who continued with the guard. "Who would I talk to about buying this building?"

The guard got a surprised look on his face and laughed, big and full. "That's the best one I've heard in a while!"

Julie grabbed Fix's arm. As she pulled him away, he turned back and said to the guard "You just lost a sale!"



"I don't think this makes your case look very good," Julie said, nervously looking around as Fix made his bank machine withdrawal.

"Hmm. Maximum daily limit of $500. Drag." He stuffed the long grayish-green bills into his wallet as they left the bank. "Don't worry, the account's invisible. Let's get some breakfast."

They wandered for several blocks looking for a place to eat, deciding on an old diner that struck them as particularly period-looking. Inside the window was a large, hand-lettered poster advertising eggs, homefries, toast, and juice for $1.95.

"Ironic," Fix said, finishing his breakfast, "I have more money than the World Bank, and I'm thrilled about finding a cheap breakfast."



"How are you doing?" Julie asked, sipping her orange juice without moving her eyes from him.

"Fine."

"No, really. Are you okay?"

"I don't know," he replied, looking at his plate, stirring the bitten end of his brown toast in the yellow smear of his eggs. He bit the eggy end off the toast and said, "It's like I'm on vacation. I can't believe that I'm really in trouble with the law. Maybe running was a bad idea."

"Kind've an academic question now," Julie pointed out. "Carol always liked Lloyd, so she's bound to believe whatever he's told her. Even the truth looks pretty bad. If I were you I wouldn't spend any more of that money than you have to, and no more than you can pay back."

"For how long? How long do I have to stay away from home?"

"The twenty-ninth."

"What?"

"Sorry, I was just wondering about what Lloyd did. He said ‘leap year', but this isn't one."

"No. It is. It's normally not supposed to be, but," his hands stretched in front of him, helping illustrate his point, "there's a correction that's made to the calendar this year. Years divisible by four are leap years, right? But there's some old Gregorian monk rule that years divisible by 100 aren't. So this wouldn't be a leap year. Except that years divisible by four hundred are leap years. So it is. A lot of code was written that doesn't do the four hundred thing, including our bank's software. So I got Lloyd to write a quick workaround, ‘cause this isn't going to come up again for another couple hundred years, and we didn't have time to fix it from scratch."

"So you think Lloyd put something extra into that workaround?"

"Looks like it."

"What's the scale of this?"

"We set it up so the whole bank is going to use the atomic clock signal that day, just to make sure everything's accurate. Then at the end of the day, the system will be reinitialized and go back to working normally."

"What about your bubble?"

"Oh. It'll be fine, 'cause it has its own time."

Fix sat back in the booth, looking at Julie as she finished her breakfast. He smiled to himself: of course she'd tried to find the healthiest thing on the menu. The best she could do was oatmeal and a fruit salad. He was glad she was here. "I'm fine," he said quietly, "thanks for asking."

She looked up and smiled.



Gentle piano music played in the softly-lit hotel lobby. Fix jiggled the heel of his foot up and down, flipping through a brochure. Then he stopped and noticed what he was reading: a list of current Broadway musicals. He threw it down on the table. Julie was over at the check-in counter, rifling through her wallet. Fix sidled up next to her at the counter. "What are you doing?" he asked.

"We can't do this with money that isn't ours. I'm going to pay for this myself."

"Julie, you can't. This isn't the Motel 6. And you're not going to be able to pay for more than a few nights anywhere. So we might as well live it up."

The clerk returned from getting the room keys. "How are you paying for this?"

"Do you take bank cards?" Fix asked.

"Yes."

Fix pulled out the card. "Don't," Julie said, grabbing his hand. "Excuse us," she said, pulling them away from the clerk. "Fix, every time we use this, we play into this mess."

He turned and slapped the card down on the marble desk. "Here," he said to the clerk, then turned to Julie. "How many trades did the bank fuck up every day? ‘Oops, we lost the order to sell those stocks, and today they'll cost us a million dollars more. Oh well, not our money.' How many thousand-dollar lunches did the execs take? Julie, I didn't ask to be fired, to be accused of a crime, and to have my apartment invaded. Carol cheated me out of my pay for the project, and Lloyd betrayed us. I say fuck them all."

Julie stopped to take that in. "Okay, I have to admit we're kinda stuck here. And I have no love for First Dominion. I just don't want to screw my life up forever. Promise me that somehow we're going to put this straight."

Fix assumed a serious face to give gravity to his words. "I promise."

"Okay. Come on," she said, patting the mess of his dirty blond hair, then pulling at his scruffy postal jacket, "You look like hell, and that's not becoming of the richest man in the world. We'll check into the room and then get you fixed up."

They left the lobby, passing its giant marble fountain, and took a gilded elevator to their floor. Opening the door to the room, they laughed at the what was inside; neither of them had ever seen anything of its kind. Where other hotels had faded paper prints of 80's airbrush art, this room had dramatic modern oils, originals, in huge, gnarled gold frames. Instead of a foam slab for a mattress, this room had a Posturepedic stage with a bedspread. Julie ran into the room, stopped at the bed, laughed at it, and flipped herself over headfirst onto it, sprawling out on her back. Fix ran his fingers over the velvet wallpaper, writing his name.

"You've gotta try this," Julie called to him, looking at him upside down. Fix sprang onto the bed, landing on his stomach. He looked at her feet, then back up at her face. She was looking at him. They laughed, then they looked at each other for a minute that fell out of time, neither of them knowing what to say. "Fix—" Julie started to say, almost voicelessly, she reached for his hand just as he quickly climbed off the bed.

"Let's get going. I've, uh, just gotta go to the bathroom," Fix said. She heard the toilet flush, but it was a minute more before he emerged from the bathroom. He headed straight for the door, not looking at her. She rolled off the bed and ran after him. In the confines of the elevator, she asked him what was wrong. He shrugged off the question, wiped his wet, red eyes with the heel of his hand, then made a strained effort to smile and laugh for her.



The cab dropped them at Bloomingdales, the first place they could think of to shop. Inside, their senses were assaulted. It was an overexposed world of fluorescent light. Their ears were filled with phones ringing and customer chatter, announcements and music. Each counter they passed was surrounded by a fog of perfume—watermelon, cedar, rose. A beautiful and strangely thin black woman emerged in a black evening gown trimmed with shining black feathers. Uttering the word "Life", she sent a spritz into the air from a bottle shaped like an upturned icicle, then pulled a small card seemingly from nowhere and handed it to Julie. Julie sniffed it, then handed it to Fix. They looked at each other with raised eyebrows, nodding, surprised that it actually smelled nice, like a walk down a lilac-lined street in summer. "Where can we buy this?" Fix asked the woman. Her arm curled gracefully from her side like a tentacle, indicating a scaled-up model of the icicle with shelves in it. "How ‘bout this?" Fix asked Julie, holding up the biggest gift bag they had.

"Since when have I ever worn perfume?" she asked him.

"Never. Think of it as a disguise." He put the bag under his arm and headed deeper into the store.



They walked down the avenue, Fix now in a mid-length black leather jacket and matching gloves that Julie picked out for him. It looked more like something she would wear, but then, he didn't have a personal style other than no-style. They had more shopping to do if they ever hoped to establish one for him. She took the bag that held his old coat and gloves from him, and made a show of stuffing it into a wire trash bin on the street. They passed Victoria's Secret, and Fix turned back. "Come on," he said, "I've never seen you wear anything girlie. You should have something nice in case you ever get a boyfriend." She made an exasperated noise, then followed him in.

She pointed at the wallpaper, thick candy-stripes of pink and white, and rolled her eyes at Fix. "What about this?" she asked, picking out a baby blue satin bra and panty set with lace frills. She held it up in front of her black leather biker jacket. Fix laughed. "Or how ‘bout this–" she said, randomly turning to grab the next joke. But her hand found a simple spaghetti-strapped slip, deep red like the center of a blood orange. She stopped and stared at it.

Fix shimmied up next to her, grabbed her by the hips, and said, "Go try it on!" Half in her reverie, still looking at the slip, she pushed him away with enough force to send him stumbling back into a rack. In the same instant she realized what she'd done. "Oh God," she said, "I'm sorry." Without looking at it again, she hung the garment back on the rack and gave her attentions to Fix.

"Where were you just now?" he asked, more surprised than hurt.

"Someplace I'd rather not be," she said. Fix waited to hear more, but she let the comment drop in the air, making it clear that the conversation was over. "Look," she said, pointing at the window. There in a frosty corner was a woman staring in. Her face was like an old purse, her eyes soft pockets on it. Her bottom teeth showed, a dilapidated picket fence, as she breathed on the window. Fix went outside. Julie watched him tap her shoulder, then pull out a hundred dollar bill and gently hand it to her. She took it, smiled at him, then a scowl came over her face. She bit at the air between them, barking, and threw the bill into the air like he'd given her a dirty picture. He ran out of the window's frame, following the bill down the wind, and came back, carefully circling around her while she glared at him.

"Nice try," Julie said as he re-entered the store.



For the rest of the afternoon, they took cabs around the city to every famous store they could remember. They left the clothes they were wearing behind in favour of things they never would have allowed themselves in normal life. By the time they returned to the hotel they were weighed down with bags.

"Would you like us to deliver those to your room?" a middle-aged bellhop of some bearing asked as they strode through the vast lobby with its ornate oriental rugs and crystal showers of chandeliers.

"No," Julie said, playing her new role of rich woman. "But thank you," she added, still uncomfortable about being asked for orders by an elder. She turned to Fix. "Let's get changed, then get supper and some drinks."

"Sounds good," he agreed, heading excitedly for the elevators. "You know I haven't bought clothes for two years?"

"I haven't worn a dress since… well, it's been a while. I hope you appreciate this," Julie protested, though the excitement was audible in her voice, too.



Back outside in the cold, they hailed a cab. As they climbed in, Fix leaned up to the Plexiglas partition between the front and back seats and asked the cabby where he'd go for supper.

"Home," he replied.

"Okay, if you could go anywhere, where would you go?"

The cabby smiled to himself, nodding. "Yes?" Julie asked, seeing that he had something in mind. He shook his head, and a defeated look took over his face.

"I'm sorry," he said, "the place I'm thinking of is too expensive. You just want a nice little restaurant."

"No no," Fix insisted, moving forward in his seat, "take us there." The cabby looked at the couple in the back seat then brightened, happy for them. A moment later the cab was coursing through the streets and avenues, flying over potholes at speeds that made them float off the vinyl seat.



The walls of the space were tall, stark, and perfectly white. Columns ran down the middle of the room, decorated to look like tree trunks. Branches sprawled out over the ceiling, which had been canopied with leaves. The room was gently lit by the glow from paper lanterns hung between the ‘trees', and from shimmering blue and white lights that emerged from a small fountain on the far side. Beside the fountain was a small bandstand where clarinets, trombones, trumpets, and saxes were propped upright in stands.

Julie stepped into the space, confident in her new clothes. She was the youngest woman here, and felt the attention she drew from the other diners. Her pale, muscled shoulders held two thin straps that led to a simple black dress. Around her neck was a ribbon of silver with a glittering aquamarine stone. Her hair was up, pulled away from her face into a curled braid. She handed her jacket to a man in a tuxedo and gloves when he gestured for it, then smiled at him, her broad mouth lipsticked like two dark chili peppers, teeth a shining contrast. Her broad nose flattened slightly with the big smile across her thin face. She turned one heeled foot, a seemingly elegant gesture that was actually designed to push her foot deeper into its shoe.

Fix followed behind her. He took off his long black leather jacket and gave it to the coat check man, exposing his deep cobalt suit. The starched white shirt's wide collar spread over the lapels, and the cuffs extended out of the jacket's sleeves, folded and cufflinked dramatically. His shoes were shiny black, square at the toes. The whole outfit was almost too much, almost second hand store-ish, but it was obviously expensive, and his demeanor pulled it off. He'd never felt quite so publicly turned out. He thought of his high school graduation, stiffly moving through a gymnasium in a rented tux that didn't move in the right spots and tight shoes that slipped on the wooden floor. This suit fit him so perfectly it had no weight at all. Julie had pushed his wiry blond hair back off his forehead with some gel so it stood like a crown. He contemplated leaving the light stubble on his jaw, but shaved in the end. His pale face, an upright oval, looked surprisingly fresh. Even his deep eyes were full of life, despite the trials of the last day. Tonight he felt he'd arrived.

The maître d' walked up the stairs to them and asked Fix if they had a reservation. No, they didn't, he automatically replied. He contemplated giving him a big bribe as he'd seen in movies, but didn't know how to do it without looking clumsy. His eyes darted quickly to Julie. Their evening was about to fall apart. He raised his eyebrows at her, who they both knew was better at these things. She turned it on: "We wouldn't mind visiting your bar if you could find something nice for us." Somehow she managed to convey that something nice for them would wind up being something nice for everyone involved.

Fix took Julie's hand and led them to the bar by the door, a long affair with thin stainless steel stripes running vertically along its front of deep red wood. Two older men worked in front of a wall of softly illuminated coloured liquids suspended in bottles of varying shapes and sizes. One of the bartenders jiggled a silver martini shaker; the other headed towards them. "How may I help you?" he asked.

"A Manhattan," Fix replied.

"Campari and soda," Julie added. The bartender nodded and drifted away.

"What's in a Manhattan?" Fix asked.

"I can't remember," said Julie, "and I've never had Campari in my life. It just sounded right."

When their drinks arrived, Fix started for his back pocket, but Julie stopped him before the bartender could see. "They'll put them on our bill," she whispered. They smiled as the bartender placed a napkin down for each of them then sat down their drinks. Fix's arrived in a square chunk of glass, Julie's in a slim glass with a thick bottom, a lime impaled on its edge.

"To—?" Fix said, lifting his glass.

"To-night," Julie replied, as if to say she'd rather not think about anything else right now. She sipped her drink, then made a face like a sneezing cat. "Eww, that's bitter."

Fix lifted his glass with a self-conscious swagger, then sipped the rusty-coloured liquid. He swallowed, sucked air back through his teeth, then coughed. "Oh God!" he sputtered, "It's sweetened gasoline!"

They looked at each other, laughed, and silently toasted themselves again. They guzzled their drinks, which was the only way they could finish them. By the time they were taken to a table, they'd had two more rounds.



The dinners were art made out of food. Fix joked that his steak looked like something carried off Mount Sinai by Charlton Heston. Julie made a concession and ordered fish, which arrived looking disturbingly like a fish: silvery skin, head, and eyes intact. To its side was a pool of lemony butter with parsley strewn about it. She was pleasantly surprised to find when she probed with her fork that it had been filleted and prepared so that it easily fell away in bites for her to eat. Yes, she capitulated, it tasted good.

They ordered a bottle of the establishment's best wine to go with the meal. The Cabernet bit their tongues with initial tartness, then left a gentle cloud of flavour in their mouths. By the time they finished the bottle, the insides of their lips were tinged with purple.

Band members emerged from the kitchen door, wearing sky blue jackets with black silk lapels and black pants. They joked with each other as they took their seats on the bandstand and picked up their instruments. After a few moments of the band members talking quietly to each other and flipping sheets on their music stands, one trumpet player stood in front of them and gestured. They raised their instruments and started playing a soft tune. Both Fix and Julie had heard it before, a classic wartime melody that neither of them could name. They smiled at each other in agreement that they liked the music.

When the song ended, the band struck up an up-tempo swing number. A few couples moved to the floor. Swing was still in vogue, mainly because of a Gap ad that had been popular a few years ago, so there were a few diners ready to test out their lessons. Standing, straightening her dress, Julie asked Fix, "You want to dance?"

"I wish I could."

"Do you really care if you don't dance well? Are we ever coming back here?"

The mood was right: they were having a Big Evening together, so Fix took her hand and let her lead him the dance floor. Julie was good at dancing, having learned as a child standing on her father's feet. And she was the perfect partner for Fix, invisibly leading so that they both looked good. They jumped about, bumping into the other dancers occasionally and apologizing—the drinks had made them bold, but a little unsteady. As the song wound to a big finish, Julie jumped up to one side of Fix, who managed to figure out what she was trying. He caught her as she slid around his back to the other side so she ended up facing him. He looked surprised that it worked, then triumphant. "Yeah!" he said, stamping his feet and pointing at her with both hands. She replied in word and gesture: "Yeah!" They did this a couple more times, congratulating themselves. Then they clapped their hands at each other, the band, and the other dancers.



"Three hundred and fifteen dollars," Fix repeated, peering into the little leather folder on the table.

"Well how much do you have?" Julie asked.

"Four hundred of what I took out this morning. I put everything else on the card."

"And you can't take out more cash 'til tomorrow," she added. "Well, leave it all. That's enough of a tip."

"How do we get back? Did you bring any money?"

"No. Forgive me if I thought you were treating."

"We could walk," Fix thought aloud.

"If we knew where we were."



They walked along the avenue in the dark. Their clothes made them feel special before, but now they would have traded everything for a pair of jeans. Dark figures sat on the front stoops of the old brownstones, turning to look at them as they walked by. It was garbage night, they figured, walking around steel cans overflowing with paper and fruit peels, old bones and bread. A translucent liquid seeped from some of the cans, suffusing the air with a sick, fishy smell. Julie calmly pointed out a cockroach that was scuttling across the sidewalk. "It's a Goddamned shoe with legs!" Fix said.

The houses thinned out, giving way to empty lots of broken brick, weeds, and glass, grass-overgrown parking lots, and an occasional boarded-up warehouse. Fix and Julie agreed on a direction and walked that way at a brisk pace. Ten minutes later, they realized they were walking east, when they wanted to be walking south. They came across a park, and decided to cut diagonally through it. Moments down the paved path, they realized they'd made a mistake. The cold lamplight that leaked between the trees added to an already unsettling atmosphere.

Fix asked Julie if she wanted to run, but she insisted that they not. "Why not wear a big target around your neck?" she said. Her tone was blunt, and Fix felt belittled.

They had almost reached the other side when two figures entered the park, walking towards them. They were both in their late teens, one a lanky white boy with a beard like a rash, the other a stocky black boy, slightly shorter than Fix. They wore typical inner city clothes—oversized jackets emblazoned with sports logos, and baggy jeans that were cinched up high, with giant team jerseys billowing out the top.

Fix felt his heart racing. This is why inner city kids have such a hard time of it, his one politically conscious cell said to him, 'cause people automatically judge them and think they're trouble. Then he realized that he didn't know anything about them. And now they were about ten feet away. He forced himself to walk confidently, adding a little swagger to his step. He turned to look at Julie. She was staring straight ahead with an intense look on her face.

"Hey, girl," the lanky one said to Julie as they passed by each other on the path. She said nothing. He turned around, "Hey, I was talking to you." Still, she didn't pay him any attention. The young man ran back and stood in front of them, blocking their way. "Not very nice, are you? I was just saying hi."

"Hi," she said flatly, "can we get by?"

Fix looked around, but couldn't see the other boy.

"This your boyfriend? D'you know he's a fag?"

Fix's heart raced. Something bad was happening here. In the next second, he felt himself get tackled from the side, pushed off the path and thrown to the ground like a bag of ice. Fix looked up to see the stocky friend straddling him. He sat on Fix's chest and raised a fist to punch him.

The tall friend grabbed Julie by the arms, a nasty laugh coming from his mouth. She ducked and twisted herself around, free of his arms. He lunged at her, clamping a hand on her wrist. She instantly grabbed his hand and slipped her wrist free, then used the now-free hand to push his elbow up, twisting his arm up like a tortured chicken wing. She toppled him forward. As he righted himself, she used his momentum to spin him backwards onto the ground. She put a knee on his neck and twisted his arm around behind him. Her open, upturned hands held the arm immobile in a strange, unfriendly hug close to her body. Her movements were rehearsed, reflexive, her face a blank mask. She turned her body slightly to one side. There was no movement in this range for his arm; every degree of her twisting hurt him down to his skeleton. The lanky boy cried out "Fuck! Stop it! Get the fuck off me, bitch!"

Coming back to herself, she looked around for Fix, and spotted him just as the stocky boy clobbered him. Fix's face turned to one side with the force of the blow. "Call your friend off," Julie commanded the boy under her knee, adding a little twist on his arm for emphasis.

"Get off him!" he called plaintively into the dirt by his face. Then he repeated himself, louder and more insistent, until the friend looked over and stood up. He headed towards Julie, who stared him down. In a second he would reach her. The only thing that would keep him from hurting her would be if…

The dislocation of the boy's arm didn't make a sound. It was just something that she could feel, much like the sensation of twisting away a turkey leg at Thanksgiving. Surprised at herself, she looked down at the boy. He was unconscious now. She jumped up and moved away from him towards Fix. She and the other boy moved carefully around each other on the way to their friends.

Fix picked himself up. He brushed the leaves and dirt off his jacket and pants, then carefully felt his face. There was a little torn flap in his chin, and it dripped blood onto his wide collar. Julie put a reassuring hand on his back, then checked over her shoulder at the others. The lanky boy's friend was helping him to his feet. Julie looked at Fix. They nodded, and ran as fast as they could from the park.



The ER doctor pulled the blue thread through Fix's skin one last time, then snipped it with a silver pair of scissors. "Okay, when the freezing wears off, this is going to hurt a bit. And in about a week you can come back to get the stitches taken out." Fix thanked the young doctor, who asked him if he wanted to talk to the police. Fix shook his head. He hadn't said anything since the park. The doctor nodded and left the room.

Fix started to cry.

"I know how you feel," Julie said, rubbing his shoulder.

"Thanks," he said, gingerly probing the numb spot in his chin with little blue knots in it, "but it's not about getting hit."

"It's about having no power, about feeling helpless. You're so afraid of making it worse that you don't do anything."

"No. It's about what that guy called me," he said. Then he was wracked with another round of sobs. He buried his head in his hands.

"I never asked you. I figured you'd tell me when you wanted to, but you never did."

"Is it that obvious?"

"No, Fix. Remember back at the hotel on the bed? I know why you were upset. I figured it out a while ago. If either of us was ever going to fall in love with someone, it would be with each other. But I got used to the idea that it wasn't there for you. And it's okay now."

"I don't know that it is. I want to have that with someone, and there's no one I care more about than you."

"I really appreciate that, I do. But I've already dealt with the idea, and now you're my friend. Anything else wouldn't be good for either of us." Fix silently, reluctantly, accepted the sense of this.

"I haven't got in a fight in years," he said, dejected. Then, wiping his nose, he half-laughed, half-cried, "He kicked my ass! But you! You were incredible. You must feel great."

"Not particularly. I pulled some guy's arm apart. Nothing great about that." She sat down next to him on the black vinyl top of the gurney. She straightened her dress, and played distractedly with her ear. Fix had never noticed the scar there before, as if her earlobe had been torn.

"Turn your head around," Fix said, gently turning her chin with his hand. "How did you—?"

"I lost a pair of earrings once," she said. But when she looked him in the eyes, she lost her composure, and her lips started quivering. He put his arms around her. Leaning together on the gurney, they held each other and wept.



It was well past midnight. "Our daily bread," Fix said, sitting beside Julie in the cab, flipping the five hundred dollars he'd drawn from the bank machine in the hospital drugstore. He gave her several of the bills for the hospital bill, which she'd put on her credit card. She gave a tired laugh and took his hand in hers, crumpling the money back into his palm. She closed her eyes and leaned her head on his shoulder.

The hotel was something from another universe now, as they dragged themselves through the lobby. Fix flipped a wave to the desk clerk, well aware that they looked like hell compared to the last time he'd seen them: his jacket and pants had a smear of dirt down one side, his collar was bloody, his hair was a matted mess, and he sported fly-like plastic hairs from his now-bruising chin. Julie huddled in her biker jacket, the seam of her black dress torn, her hair in her face, and her makeup smeared out of focus.

"Your friends came by to see you this afternoon, Mr. Lauzon," the clerk politely called to Fix.

"Sorry?"

"Your co-workers," he clarified.

"What did they look like?" Fix asked.

"A tall gentleman and a pretty, coloured woman. I wasn't sure if you were still out, so I let them up to call on you."

"What time did they leave?" Julie asked.

"I'm sorry, ma'am, we got rather busy, and I didn't see them go."

"Thank you," she said.

They left him and went to the elevator, but didn't press the button. "What do you think?" Fix asked.

"I am not comfortable with this. How would anyone know we're here?"

"Shit," Fix said, "of course: the card. Every time I access the bank account, the bubble opens for a second, then closes and changes itself. If someone was looking, they'd see the account, and they could track where the transaction happened. Which would lead them here."

"Lloyd's helping them find us."

"That's what I'm thinking. ‘Them' would be the bank, I guess?"

"But the bank isn't going to send people down here," she reasoned aloud.

"Who, then? The police? CSIS?"

"Well, right now it doesn't matter," she said. "Someone knows we're here, and I don't think we want to meet them. I'm betting they wouldn't have gone away just ‘cause we didn't answer the door."

"They're in the room?"

"Probably."

"So what do we do?"



Julie opened the door with her key. The room was quiet and dim. Her heart raced as she looked around. The first thing she noticed was Fix's name as he'd spelled it out on the velvet wallpaper. Well, there was confirmation for all the world to see that this was his room. Then she spotted the two figures in the room, dozing: a tall, serious-looking man in a gray suit with a cylindrical bald head and skin like sausage, and a woman with glowing, cinnamon-coloured skin, wearing a navy pantsuit.

Julie took a ready stance, poised on the balls of her bare feet, shoes in hand, and breathed deep. Then she called to the resting figures: "Hey!" Their heads lolled around, and their eyes opened. Julie held up a hand and wiggled her fingers ‘hello'. Then ran to the hallway.

She gave the fire escape door an extra push to make it obvious she'd gone that way, then ran as fast as she could down the stairs.



As soon as the two figures cleared from the room—one to the fire escape, the other to the elevator—Fix rounded the corner and let himself in. The only thing that mattered here was his encryption picture. He darted across the room and grabbed his satchel from the bed. There, lying next to it, was a short apparatus that looked like a cross between a gun and an airport metal detector wand. Fix cocked his head to look at it, then decided to grab it, stuffing it into his bag.



Julie waited just outside the front door, visible through the glass. She saw the two figures meet in the lobby, look around, and spot her. She sprinted away. The woman followed. The man headed back inside toward the elevators. Just as the elevator doors closed behind him, Fix emerged from the other elevator, looking around wildly.



An hour later, Fix huddled in a tunnel, waiting for Julie. They'd agreed on this spot. Where was she? Did she get caught? He shivered. The fluorescent lights fixed to a long pipe overhead provided a thin, watery light. The arched stone tunnel didn't feel like a walkway in Central Park right now. It felt like France during the German occupation. He was tired. His mind was wrapping dreams around his surroundings. This was the right spot, wasn't it? It had to be. It was just as Julie had described it to him in the lobby before they went up to the room.

"Julie," he said to himself. The word formed a cloud in front of him. "Joo-lee. Giuliana Barrrruzzo," he trilled the ‘r' in his mouth.

It was cold. He leaned against his satchel to keep his back from touching the cold wall, but the bag was lumpy and poked him. He put it on his lap and fished around inside, hoping to make it flatter. He fished out the strange gun and his palmtop computer. He switched the computer on, but the screen stayed lifeless and dark. He flicked the power switch on and off a few times, but the little machine was dead, completely fried somehow.

He looked suspiciously at the gun. It was a narrow paddle of generic beige plastic attached to a grip of ridged black rubber. The only marking on it was a little bar code with a series of numbers underneath, followed by the letters "HIRF". Startled, Fix put the gun down. High Intensity Radio Frequency, HIRF. He'd heard rumours of weapons that could emit a burst of radio waves, capable of wiping out anything electronic in their vicinity. The ultimate modern weapon. A report he read on the 'net claimed that in 1996 just such a weapon might have caused the crash of TWA Flight 800. Judging from the state of his computer, the agents used this one in his room. Luckily, the most valuable thing he had was a piece of paper. He pulled the encryption printout from his bag to check it; his face smiled at him from the page, unharmed. For safe-keeping, he stuck it between the pages of a computer magazine he'd bought to read on the train.

He stuffed everything back into his bag, put it behind him, and curled up. Strangely, he didn't feel like he was in any danger in this tunnel. He couldn't get attacked twice in one evening. Thinking of a war movie, himself part of the French resistance, he shut his eyes and he fell asleep.


        
        
    



        
        
    
    


        
        

    Chapter 6

    
        
        
            6

Lloyd ran nervously through a simulation. As planned, a Canadian trade was simultaneously converted into the Euro dollar and pounds sterling. The programming was pathetically easy for him, but the pay was decent, and the contract would carry him through the next four months. And since the Y2K incident, he was management's golden boy, while they shook their heads at the mistake they thought they'd made with Julie and Fix. He still felt a pang of conscience every time he thought about having called security on them. He'd acted out of fear, not any kind of malice towards them, and had no idea that the police would get involved. Not that the police had any luck in finding them. He learned from Carol in a moment of confidence that they'd essentially disappeared.

He typed some documentation about his simulation. He was looking busy, killing time until the office cleared out. This was it, the 28th. He just had to get through this night, and he'd be set for life, with no one the wiser.

He moved to the staff kitchen, picking at a microwaved meal. Then he went back to the dark hum of the Control Room, sat in front of the computers, moved files around, and played a game in which he had to squish cute little creatures with a pickup truck, something he and Fix made. Slowly, the hours crept towards midnight. As the time got closer, he grew more alert.

The computer system wasn't capable of recognizing this leap year, so for today all the accounts had been taking their time from the atomic clock signal in Colorado. In moments, the system would reinitialize itself, switching back to its own internal clock. Lloyd readied himself as midnight came, then entered a sequence that started his program running.

In the space of a few seconds, his program added a twenty-ninth day onto February, pushed the accounts forward twenty-four hours, and swept all the interest from the general ledger into an account Lloyd created for himself. Sweating despite the cool of the Control Room, he monitored the program's progress. It finished its work, deleted the log of the day's activities, and rebooted the system.

The screens went dark, then blinked back to life. Blue chunky numbers scrolled against the white background, listing the accounts as they came back online, without any memory of Lloyd's twenty-ninth of February. Out of the corner of his eye, Lloyd spotted red characters on the screen. Where an account number should have been listed in blue, there were red asterisks: ******. And the scrolling stopped. Whirling his chair around to face the monitor square-on, he stared, hoping to gain some more information. But the system choked on something unknown, and was giving a general "best guess" error message: "I/O Access Error". Lloyd haltingly poked some keystrokes, then moved in to type with both hands. Nothing worked; the system was frozen.

Fix. Lloyd's heart raced. Fix's bubble experiment. It was in there. But it should have acted like a normal account, shouldn't it? The screen went blank. "Fuck!" Lloyd said aloud to himself. A second later, though, the screens sprang back to life, and the list of blue account numbers scrolled up the screen. This time it reached the end without getting stuck. He breathed a sigh of relief, then laughed to himself: not only did his program work, it also managed to flush out Fix's experiment.

Then he noticed red asterisks flashing at random across the whole screen.

Fix's bubble burst. And now the system was full of bubbles. Lloyd's stomach fell like an elevator. He was in deep shit.



"Thanks for meeting me," Lloyd said, wet and dishevelled, reaching across the table for Trina's hand. Every major event in their relationship happened in this restaurant, including his proposal to her. Frosted glass hung, dividing the room, lit by cobalt-coloured lights. Their booth was a funky, angular, colourful couch, the table in front of them a small wedge of rich beech.

Trina took off her gloves and placed them on the table. She'd been asleep, and was making visible effort to be ordered about this. "Okay, Lloyd, what's happened?" She peered at him.

"I just want to be with you," he said. She'd never heard him sound so panicked. "I understand why you didn't want to get married until I was settled down. We both want a certain kind of life, and I kept getting these contracts in different cities, and we couldn't count on my income…" He stopped himself. "I just wanted to be with you. But I fucked up."

Slowly, frightened, she spoke: "How?"

He explained his plan to her, but as he described it, he couldn't recapture the sense of it for himself. She wasn't getting it, either.

"You thought I would want this? Lloyd, I wanted to have a life together with you. A life of our own, not one that you stole from somebody else. I can't believe you did this," she said, her voice rising. "You think I wanted you to get enough money to buy me? I wanted a life, Lloyd, and you just screwed that all up. They're going to arrest you for this. What the hell am I supposed to do, visit my husband in jail?" She took the ring from her wedding finger and dropped it on the table.

"Trina—"

"No!" she yelled at him "Get out of my life!" She looked around the restaurant, "I shouldn't even be talking to you. Oh God, Lloyd, now you've involved me in this." She picked up her gloves and took her coat from the chair. "I can't do this, Lloyd. I can't—" She kept looking back and speaking to him as she ran from the restaurant.



Lloyd plunged through the deep snow that had fallen that evening, product of the first storm this year. He opened the door of his low-slung silver sportscar and got in without brushing off his windows. Pushing the key into the ignition and stamping down on the gas pedal, he spurred the car awake. The melted snow dripped from his hair and mixed with the wash of tears on his face. He cried in racking sobs.

He fishtailed from the parking lot, shifting gears with his right hand. His left hand still held the engagement ring. It bit into his palm as he gripped the steering wheel.
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Fix took the cash from the ATM slot and stuffed it into his wallet. Julie stood behind him, watching the street for the couple from the hotel room. Two days ago Julie spotted them driving a white van past an ATM they'd used the day before. Now they went somewhere different every morning to make the day's withdrawal, and paid cash for everything.

"Okay," said Fix, "let's get some breakfast." They crossed the street to the subway entrance, rode across the city, and emerged at the part of town they'd come to call home. Certain risks had become acceptable in the past week they'd been in New York, like frequenting favourite restaurants and staying in one hotel. The breakfast restaurant seemed to have been frozen in the mid-70's, with orange vinyl booths and white plastic counter seats. The table tops were white arborite with little blue stars. A cylindrical Plexiglas carousel held plastic-looking pies and cakes at the front of the restaurant.

Time had not frozen for their waitress, Dee, whose skin like was the vinyl in the booths, wore light pink lipstick, and had a violent mess of blonde and brown hair. Julie wondered if Dee knew how she looked to others. Next to her, Julie felt apologetic wearing no makeup and black clothes, like she wasn't making enough of an effort to be a woman. She had to admit, she thought as Dee put their menus in front of them and walked away, she had great legs, legs someone pulled off a pretty, young doll and stuck in the sockets under Dee's short dress.

"That's funny," said Fix, looking at his ATM receipt.

"What?" Julie asked.

"The balance in my account. It's gone back to the original amount."

"To a hundred and fifty bucks?"

"No, no. To what it was that first day it had all the extra interest. It's like we haven't spent anything."

"What's today's date?" she asked.

Fix looked at his watch. "March second."

"So Lloyd's done whatever it was that he was going to do."

"Yeah. And my account is still there, thank God. But it's been reset or something. I wish I could get in there and see what he did."

"But you can't," she said. "Not from outside the bank."

"No. If I knew any of this was going to happen, I would have left sniffer programs behind to send me passwords and give me access. But I wasn't quite expecting any of this."

"Me neither." Stumped, she dropped the subject. "Know what you're going to have?"

"The usual. God, I love being able to have a usual."



Mr. Li greeted them as they entered the hotel at the end of the day. As always, he was immaculately dressed, today in a dark navy suit. His hair was oiled back on his head. Now that they'd been staying a few days they noticed that he only had three suits in rotation—black, gray, and this navy one. And on closer inspection, they were pretty cheap. His thin fingers tapered down to long nails, giving them a clawlike look. The index and middle fingers of his right hand were tobacco-stained, another hole in his polished image, and he wore a wedding ring, though no wife was present. His hotel was an extension of him: quite respectable, tastefully assembled, but there wasn't any real money here.

As Julie and Fix climbed the stairs to their room, they passed a pair of Japanese businessmen going down to the hotel bar. They'd been unable to make sense of who the clientèle were here, and agreed to check out the bar after supper.



Mai sat on one businessman's lap. She was the quintessential Japanese schoolgirl, in a white blouse and plaid skirt, hair tied back with a red ribbon. Except, Mr. Li told Fix, pointing with his cigarette to the scene, her name was really Tony. Mai was quite popular, he said, and took a deep sip from his blender drink. The umbrella got in his way, so he plucked it and dropped it on the table. He raised his glass, and Fix did the same. Then they drank, Fix looking sideways to see Mai, now doing a little dance in front of the businessman. Coloured lights flashed off the disco ball in the center of the room.

Julie came back from outside, her face flushed. "I was just checking my phone messages," she said. "Don't worry, I used a pay phone three blocks from here."

"Anything good?" Fix asked.

"Well, there was one from my crazy mother, one from my friend Donna I was supposed to see a movie with… and one from Lloyd. He sounded really nervous, but he didn't say what was going on."

"That doesn't sound good."

Mai sidled up to their table and addressed Mr. Li. "He wants me to go with him."

"Do you want to?" asked Mr. Li.

"He has lots of money, and he seems nice." She bounced her head, "Okay." She skipped back towards the man. Fix sized her up, wondering how she came to this work. But then, she seemed pretty stupid; he couldn't imagine her being good at anything else. The moment he thought it, it seemed harsh. He just wasn't comfortable with Mai or people like him, her, whatever. But then, he wasn't comfortable with himself, either. He looked down at his blender drink, now melted into an pinky liquid, and laughed.

"Li," said a voice. Everyone at the table looked up. "Hi, I'm Patrick," said the young man, offering a confident hand to Julie, then Fix. "Li, I need you to spot me some cash."

"Really?" said Mr. Li.

"Yeah. C'mon, you know I'm good for it."

"I don't give advances to my boys," he said, making the first allusion Fix and Julie had heard to his professional association with the young men that came in and out of the hotel.

"I made you four hundred bucks last weekend. All I'm looking for is a hundred. You know you'll get it back before Sunday." He put out his hand. Li softened, took out a large billfold, pulled out some bills, and handed them to Patrick.

"Cool, thanks," he said, and ran back out of the bar.

"Patrick is something of a star here," Mr. Li said. Fix could see why: he was athletic, handsome, and rather tall for a young Chinese man. He was dressed perfectly for his features, a sporty casual, and his confidence was of the winning, inclusive kind.

"How'd you find him?" asked Julie, not immune to his charm, either.

"He found me, actually," said Mr. Li. "He has expensive tastes, and he likes the attention… so you do understand my little venture here?"

"Yeah," said Julie, nonplussed. "How did you get started?"

"Well, guests at the hotel kept asking me where they could find these services, and after a while it seemed obvious to bring them in-house."

"How did your wife feel about that?" she asked, taking a chance at presumption.

Mr. Li laughed. "She'd already gone back home by then. I had been acquainted with the boys for a while. It's like that advertisement—how did it go? ‘I liked it so much I bought the company.'"

"Ah," said Julie. "I feel like another drink," she downed her melted slush concoction. "I'll get this round."

"No, no, no," said Mr. Li. He gestured an ‘again' to the bartender that set him in motion.



"You know," she said, her speech somewhat fender-bent from the fifth round of drinks, "Fix here doesn't like women, either." Fix shot her a wide-eyed look, then dropped his head onto his arms. Mr. Li nodded as if he'd suspected, though he hadn't.

Patrick laughed and clapped Fix on the shoulder. Mai, back from her ‘date', moved in closer, tilted her head and suggestively said "Really?" Fix tipped his head up just enough for his eyes to show. "Right," Mai said, part joking, part angry, "I suppose you don't go for my type. You like the straight-looking, straight-acting, bi-curious college type. The floor model. Bi before you try."

"Easy, Mai," said Patrick.

"I know who he'd like," she said, pulling out her tiny cel phone, "You'd like Jeff." As she punched in the numbers, Fix acted horrified at the notion of being set up. Secretly, he was curious. Patrick started saying something to him, so he feigned a blasé look as he strained to listen to Mai's conversation through the music, Patrick's voice, and his dulled senses, but Mai clicked the phone closed before he had a chance.

"He's coming by," said Mai to Fix. "You owe me one."

Mr. Li was tired, he announced, and excused himself. "You young people have fun."

A few minutes later, a young man entered the bar. He was short, with close-cropped dark hair. He might have been Italian. His clothes were modern, a little clubby for Fix's tastes. Looking down at his own clothes, he realized that he still didn't really register on the taste-meter. The guy's face was fairly cute, Fix thought. He wore silver rings in his ears and on his fingers. When he saw Patrick and Mai he waved. "Jeff!" Patrick called, waving him over. Jeff smiled.

That's what got Fix: the smile. It was the wide smile of a famous person, showing both rows of his bright teeth. It was brilliant, charming in a subversive way, not like Patrick's way at all. He was a walking secret, and Fix was compelled to figure it out. He tried to look nonchalant, and felt anything but. He stood when Patrick introduced them, "Hi, I'm Fix," he said, offering his hand. Jeff had a solid handshake; Fix liked that.

"Fix?" Jeff asked.

"Oh, it's short for Felix. Felix Lauzon. Well, Fix is just short for the Felix part," he cut himself off.

"Cool. Well, I guess you know I'm Jeff." They sat down. Patrick asked Jeff what was up, which unravelled the story of his day. He got up late for a meeting with somebody. He owed this guy some money, nothing major, but he wanted the guy to stop calling to ask for it. "Then I met up with Julio. Remember Julio, was here for about a month last year? Well he looked like shit. He asked if I thought Li would take him back. He looked so shit that I felt bad and said sure, but there's no way Li would have him in here."

Fix listened so hard he felt he'd turn inside out.

"I've been invited to this party. I don't really feel like it, but I should go." Jeff said, reaching back for his coat. Fix died a little. "Would you guys like to come with? It's over in SoHo; we can walk from here." Fix held himself in check, feeling too new to the group to accept for them.

"A party? Me?" said Mai, "Of course!" Fix suddenly loved her.

"Sure," said Patrick. "What about you?" he asked Julie. She nodded with a smile.

"I'll go up to the room and get our coats," Fix said to Julie, bounding up the bar's stairs in a leap. She smiled for her friend, knowing full well what was going on inside him.



"Jeff!" Fix called out. He ran to catch up with Jeff, who was walking towards the fire escape. His blue drink sloshed a little over the side of its martini glass, sending a dangerous blob down to the furry white carpet. Oh well, he thought, he had no idea whose apartment this was.

"Hey, Fix. C'mon out here," Jeff said, opening the heavy steel door. They stepped out into the winter air, a welcome break from the heat of the busy party inside. They sat on folding chairs that had been placed on the iron fire escape. Jeff lit a cigarette, and gestured with his pack to Fix, who shook his head ‘no'.

"Decent party, eh?" Jeff asked, his breath diffusing visibly in the air in front of him. Fix nodded. Jeff's face was softly lit by the million windows of the buildings around them. "How's it compare to the nightlife in—where'd you say you were from?"

"Toronto," he answered, checking himself a second later for giving the truth, first about his name, now this. Fuck it, he figured, Jeff was hardly a candidate for white collar crime investigator.

"What are you doing here?" Jeff asked.

"Uh, I'm kind of in trouble," he answered. "Let's just leave it at that."

"I can relate. No problem."

"Thanks." Fix looked at him and smiled. Jeff smiled back. Dammit—that smile! This was not the time, Fix thought. Then Jeff laughed. Fix laughed. Then they stared for a moment. Jeff reached over and touched Fix's arm, which made Fix shiver. They laughed at that. "Sorry," Fix said, making a show of trying to shake out his nerves.

"It's okay," Jeff said comfortingly. "Do you want to go for a walk or something?" Fix nodded, holding out great hope for the ‘something'. They downed their drinks and left the glasses on the landing.

"What about Julie?" Fix asked as they walked back through the party.

"Don't worry. Patrick is looking after her," Jeff replied, indicating a group of people who were dancing, Patrick and Julie amongst them, wrapped close together. Fix wasn't sure if he liked that. But he was definitely going on this walk.



They walked to Central Park, both surprised that they'd covered so much distance without noticing. Jeff walked on the cement railing of a bridge, while Fix walked along the middle of the path. Fix asked Jeff every question he could think of, trying to catch up on a lifetime of not knowing him.

"What's the saddest moment of your childhood?" Fix asked.

"Fuck, I dunno. Pick one. What's yours?"

"Easy," said Fix. "When my dad lost his arm."

"Jesus!"

"Yeah, he worked at a car plant, and he got in the way of one of the assembly line robots. I remember when I got called out of my class at school. They put me in a cab to go to the hospital, ‘cause they thought he wasn't going to make it. I spent two days thinking my dad was going to die."

"But he didn't?" asked Jeff.

"No. He pulled through. And in a way it was kind of a good thing, ‘cause it gave him a career. He hated the prosthetic he was given so much that he made his own, then eventually got into the business."

"And how are your folks with… well, you?"

"Not good. We haven't talked since I tried to tell them about two years ago. How ‘bout you?"

"Y'know, I kinda hate this automatic set of questions gay people have, like, ‘When was your first time?', ‘Have you ever been with a girl?', ‘How many people have you been with?'."

"Ha," Fix laughed uncomfortably, "I actually don't want to know how many."

"No, you don't. But work is work. It's not the same thing as…" He nodded at Fix and himself like he was trying to say something; Fix was more than eager to fill in the blank. He'd never felt this comfortable with anyone but Julie, only here there was something more.



Jeff scaled the chain link fence, then dropped down on the other side into a basketball court.

"Come here," Fix called him through the fence. Jeff walked towards him. "Closer." Jeff obeyed, putting his face next to the fence. Fix leaned forward and kissed him through a gap in the links. It was a basic kiss, simple, kissing 101.

"That's the first time I've ever done that and meant it," Fix said, half to himself.

Jeff laughed. "Whatever. C'mon." With that, he took Fix's hand and walked him back to the hotel. Fix was visibly uncomfortable about the hand-holding, but Jeff consoled him: "Stop worrying just for a minute. I won't let anything happen to you." Fix needed to believe that. He couldn't convince himself completely, but he pretended as hard as he could.



The next morning, he woke up as Julie came into the room. His head was buried in the rough hotel sheets. Suddenly panicked, he reached over to Jeff's side of the bed. He was gone. "I saw him this morning as he was leaving," said Julie. "He told me to tell you he'd come by later." Suddenly everything was better, though he still felt odd being left alone after last night.

Sitting up, he asked Julie, "Where did you stay? Not with Patrick?"

"Yeah, I did stay with Patrick. What should you care?"

"But he's—"

"I know. Don't worry. Nothing happened. For God's sake, I'm not going to get involved with a hustler." She realized what she said, but there was nothing she could say to undo it. They shared a moment of knowing that Fix was making a mistake. But they didn't speak it, and Fix's emotions took the chance to chloroform his common sense again with euphoria.

"Breakfast?" she asked. Fix nodded, throwing off the sheets, embarrassed when he realized he was naked. He pulled them back over himself. Julie just laughed and left the room. "Meet you in the lobby," she said over her shoulder.



"Hey, Li," said Fix as he bounded down the last of the stairs.

"Morning, Felix," Mr. Li said with a knowing smile. The man he was checking into the hotel suddenly looked up at Fix. He was the most frightening person Fix had ever seen in life, and Fix had to restrain from gasping. One eyebrow arched quizzically over a pouched eye, while the other creased downwards, looking like it was missing a monocle. His long nose was bordered by deep creases like Viennese streets. His mouth was a wide, wine-coloured gorge, melting into a pout that likely called that space home. His head was a bald alp, lightly snowed in at the sides. The collar of his very expensive suit tightened under his drooping chin, trying to choke him with style. The man suddenly assumed as casual a look as he was able to and smiled at Fix, then turned back to the piece of paper he was signing. Fix returned the grin, too late, still feeling like the man's smile had just killed something somewhere. Mr. Li pointed out another line on the form for the man to sign.

"If Jeff comes by," Fix said to Mr. Li, "tell him I'll be back by noon."

"I'll do that," said Mr. Li, happy to indulge his latest little love-project, who was running out to the street to join his friend. The man at the counter watched him from the corner of his eye.



Fix and Julie sat on the newly-made hotel bed. It was 11:30. Fix wanted to be back early in case Jeff called. He hadn't. They spread out long, green American bills in front of them in piles: emergency cash.

"Thirty-two hundred seventeen," Julie said, placing the last pile down.

"And my balance is even higher today. It's like," he thought for a moment, then had an idea, "like it's being recalculated every day from the original hundred and fifty bucks."

Julie picked up the phone. "Who are you calling?" Fix asked.

"The bank," she replied in her driven, get-it-done work voice. She covered the mouthpiece, and said facetiously, "I'm going to charge it to the room. Hope you don't mind." Then, listening, she nodded. Hanging up, she said, "They're closed."

"What?"

"They're closed. You ever study economics in school? Oh, right, you dropped out. Sorry. Well, back in the Depression when the banks were in danger of collapsing, they just arbitrarily declared holidays and closed. And First Dominion," she said, indicating the phone, "is on holiday."

"This is bad," said Fix, looking at the phone.

"And the Understatement of the Year Award goes to Felix Lauzon," she said, her arms gesturing towards him.



By four o'clock, Fix dared to leave the room, figuring that Jeff could find him in the hotel's bar, which doubled as a restaurant during the day. He was just about to take a seat when he spotted the spooky check-in man in the restaurant. But it was too late to leave without being obvious. So he sat. The day waiter asked him what he wanted, and he ordered a club sandwich. Handing his menu to the waiter, he accidentally made eye contact with the other guest. The man gestured for him to come over. Fix politely stood and crossed to the man.

"Um," he started awkwardly, "I, uh… I don't work here." He hoped the man got his meaning.

"I figured as much," he replied, knowingly. "I supposed you were going to eat your lunch alone, and you might like company. You look like a bright young man."

Oh, what the hell, he figured, saying, "Sure. Thank you." He had to admit he was curious about this man, in a car-wreck kind of way.

"My name is Carl," he said, offering his large, square hand.

"Uh, Steven," said Fix, trying his best to return the man's powerful grip.

"That's odd," he said, "I thought the gentleman at the counter called you ‘Felix'."

Fix squirmed inside. He remembered something his uncle had told him once, about always anchoring a lie in the truth. "Felix is my first name. But my friends call me Steven."

"Felix Steven—? Isn't Felix a French name?"

"Well, Etienne is my middle name, but nobody speaks French here."

"Ah. Felix Etienne…?"

"Desrochers," answered Felix André Lauzon.

"So you are French?"

He wasn't doing well at this, so he decided to spin things out a bit. "I'm from New Orleans, but I've been living here for a few years." God, please don't ask me about New Orleans!

"And you're staying in a hotel because—?"

"Uh, I'm in-between apartments. They're painting my new one." This was uncomfortable. When their food arrived, Fix deliberately slipped into silence to eat. When the questions began again, he did his best to deflect. "So what kind of work do you do?" Fix asked.

"I work with computers."

Fix choked a little on his sandwich. "Oh, who do you work for?"

"Seyfert SoftSolutions."

"Wow. The legacy system company." Fuck! he thought, how could he explain knowing that? "I hope they gave you stock options. I work for an investment company, and I heard their stock just doubled in value again."

"Yes, the company has been good to us," he said proudly, gingerly biting a piece of steak sandwich from his fork. "Would you like my french fries?" he asked, "I don't care for them. I should have remembered to order salad."

"Mm, couldn't," said Fix, "I'm stuffed." He dropped his napkin on his plate, "I should really get going. I'm supposed to meet someone." He reached for his wallet.

"No, my treat," said Carl, "for the pleasure of your company."

"Thanks. Thanks very much," said Fix, wondering how his company could have been a pleasure, he was so frightened. He bounded up the stairs to the lobby, where he crashed into Mr. Li. "Have you seen Julie?" he asked.

"No, I haven't," he replied. "But Jeff called looking for you."

Fix's heart changed between high gears, grinding. "Oh. Where is he?" Mr. Li handed him a telephone number on a slip of paper. Fix promptly went to his room and called it. "Jeff?" he asked when a male voice answered. Fix barely even knew the sound of his voice yet.

"No. Just a second."

"Hello?"

"Hi, Jeff, it's Fix."

"Oh, hi. Yeah, sorry I didn't come by today."

"That's okay, I was busy, uh…" he fumbled, then dropped the act, "busy waiting in case you came by."

"I had some stuff to do. But are you free tonight?"

"Sure," said Fix.

"Okay, meet me at that diner we passed by Washington Square. And bring stuff so you can stay at my place." Fix felt stupidly happy, like Jeff had swung a hammer at his feet and made his head ring like a bell.



He stuffed things into his bag, another T-shirt for tomorrow, a pair of boxers, socks. He'd wear the same jeans. A toothbrush, toothpaste, deodorant. Should he take the HIRF gun? And the encryption picture? Well, he shouldn't leave them in a hotel room.

He wrote a note for Julie: "Gone to Jeff's for the night. Be back tomorrow sometime." He liked using Jeff's name in reference to his plans. He caught himself saying, "Fix and Jeff. Me and Jeff. Jeff and Fix." Then he stopped, reminding himself that this was premature. He was being stupid. He didn't even know how long he'd be staying here, when they'd have to leave. God, he had to let Julie know about that spooky man, Carl. He knew way too much, and was obviously involved. He quickly jotted on the note "Look out for Creepy Carl. I think he knows who I am." He stuck the note in the corner of the TV screen, picked up his bag, and left.



"Fix, that guy is always here," said Julie into the phone, audibly panicked and annoyed. "We're not here on vacation. You've got to come back to the hotel, and we've got to move."

"I know, I know, but I'm having a really good time with Jeff. He's been showing me everything around the city—museums, bars, parties. He's so great. I can't leave here right now."

"I appreciate how you're feeling, but this is not the time! At least meet with me so we can talk about this. I've barely left the room for three days."

"Okay. I'm going to meet Jeff later on the Staten Island ferry. Why don't you meet us there, like four o'clock?"

"Fine."



Julie looked around nervously. The waiting passengers were all on the boat. They would close the doors in a minute. She was sure she couldn't have missed them. Fix could be preoccupied, but about problems, puzzles, not like this.

He and Jeff came running up to her. "Sorry," he said, out of breath, "Jeff had to—"

"Nevermind. Let's just get on the boat."

"What's the hurry?" Jeff asked. "There's one every half hour."

"Believe me," Julie said, as if he couldn't understand, "we're in a hurry." They scrambled down the ramp and onto the boat. As it pulled out of the dock, they sat down in the moulded plastic seats, watching the city shrink away, a castle made of old, stone and modern, glass parts. "The white van followed me," she said. "It's time to get out of here."

"White van?" asked Jeff.

Fix explained: "Remember the trouble I said I was in. They're delivering it." His fingers started tapping. "What if… we could…"

"Fix," Julie said compassionately, "we have to leave here. I have an uncle who has a farm out west. We'll go stay with him."

"Don't you think they'll try to find us through our families?"

"Yeah, but there's no way to connect my uncle to our family. He was involved in something or another back home in Italy, and he got a chance to get out. So he made an arrangement to come over here under another name."

Fix was out of arguments. He looked at Jeff, then out at the water. The low, black geometries of container ships moved in the harbour below a pinking sky. "I don't want to run from these people anymore. I want to stay here with Jeff."

"Hey, don't get into trouble on my account," Jeff protested.

"Why don't you guys—?" Julie suggested, indicating the doors to the deck outside.

Fix nodded, dropping his bag for Julie to watch, and led Jeff outside. The air was much colder out here on the water. They faced Staten Island, standing in silence for a few minutes before either of them spoke. Fix started. "I don't want to leave here," he said. "I mean, I like the city enough, but I really want to stay because of you." He banged his hands on the metal railing, gripping it. Bolstering himself to take a long shot, he turned to Jeff. "Would you come with us?"

Jeff laughed. "That's sweet, Fix, it really is. But it's not like we're, y'know… it's been a couple of days."

"Yeah, but I've never felt like this before."

"That's real nice. But I'm not going. Fix, this has been fun. Don't get me wrong. But I'm not going to run away with you. ‘Cause one day you're not going to feel this way, and I'm going to be stuck in the middle of some place like, well, like New York City, and it's going to be over. Then what do I do? No, I'm not gonna make that mistake again."

"No, this is different. I'm in love with you!" Fix said, surprised to hear himself use the words.

"Yeah, well, thanks. But that's not enough."

"Maybe it is. Don't you feel the same way?" Fix felt mortally exposed asking the question.

Jeff's face hardened. "No. No I don't," and headed back inside. Fix stayed outside, alone, so he could break down in private. A few minutes later, he re-entered the boat, wiping his eyes with the back of his hand. They sat in silence for the rest of the ride, then waited an interminable half hour for the return ferry in the pale-yellow tiled waiting room on the other side, wedged into wooden seats. Fix sniffed quietly to himself, occasionally dropping his head onto his hands. Jeff stared at the closed steel door to the gangplank. Julie shifted awkwardly, got up to buy a juice, sat down and sipped. Finally the boat arrived.



"Fuck," said Julie as they got off the boat. She pointed to Battery Park. It was now dark, but they could easily see the white van idling. "Fix, c'mon. Coming Jeff?"

"No," he said, "I'm going to catch the subway." Fix looked up. Jeff hit him on the arm, then, earnestly, said "Sorry. See ya," then gave that smile of his. And ran for the subway entrance.

Fix crouched over, his hands on his knees and wept. "I hate to do this," Julie said, "but we've gotta go." She pointed to the white van, which was pulling away from its parking spot. "Here, take your bag." She took his arm and started into a run. Fix pulled his arm away. He reached into his bag and pulled out the electronics-beige gun. He dropped the bag and walked towards the street, where the van was starting to head his way. He levelled it at the van, which was only a hundred feet away. He could see the sausage-headed man driving. When the woman in the passenger seat spotted the gun, she yelled something to him and reached for the wheel. Fix took aim, not knowing what would happen, not caring. Just as he pulled the trigger, the van veered clear at top speed, and crashed into a taxi. A deafening shriek wailed out from the gun, and in a radius of fifty feet around Fix every car stalled and went dark, rolling dumbly ahead, some colliding. Headlights sparked and popped, streetlights and traffic signals went out. The van was still running, but it had plunged deep into the side of the taxi, and its horn was blaring.

"Fuck off!" said Fix, quietly, and sauntered over to where Julie was standing, slack-jawed, holding his knapsack. He took her hand and they walked leisurely back to the hotel to pack.
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Fix heaved a hay-bale down to Julie's Uncle Frank. Bits of hay were stuck in Fix's blond hair, matted to his faded blue plaid shirt, and poking from his green rubber boots. The clothes all belonged to Uncle Frank, who was an engine block of a man. Fix wore a pair of Frank's old jeans cinched around his waist, barely clinging to his frame. Frank easily caught the huge block of hay and tossed it into his old red pickup truck. "Okay, that's enough," said Frank. Fix sat on the edge of the loft's window, then jumped down. He landed unevenly and pitched forward, but Frank broke his fall with outstretched hands. "Easy, son."

Frank's voice was thoroughly Midwest, not a trace of Italian left. Julie had passed on to Fix strict instructions not to ask about the past, but it was easy: Fix couldn't imagine him as anything but a farmer.

Frank started the engine, waited for Fix to get in, shoved the truck into gear, and headed for the cow barn.



The big calculator made a grinding noise and spat out another length of paper. "Ah, see," said Julie, pointing at figures on the paper, "you had another seven thousand in disbursements that you should have claimed."

"Giuliana," her Aunt Maria said, "I can't understand all these forms. No one can but bankers and lawyers. And you. The summer you stayed with us was the best we've ever done with this farm."

"Well, let me break it down for you. Your expenses fall into different classes—"

"Julie, it's no use. All I know how to do is to make a budget. And we do well enough. We didn't buy a chicken farm to get rich. If that's what we wanted we'd have one of those factory farms."

Julie cringed. "Right, and grow animals in tiny wire cages."

"You're so sensitive," said Maria, laughing. Julie was about to defend herself, but decided to let herself be considered sensitive for a moment.



Fix's arms were exhausted. But he told Frank that he'd replace the wall of the shed, and he'd be damned if he wasn't going to finish it himself. He pried away a rotten board with the claw end of a hammer. The board crumbled and splintered, just as the others had. He scraped away the old wood, which had the consistency of cake and wet sand mixed together. Once he exposed the nails, he pulled them free. The healthier remnants of wood defied him, and he wrenched at them with all his might. The muscles of his back, shoulders, and arms felt like they were shrinking.

Headlights swept around, their light pinning him against the wall. Fix hadn't noticed that the sun was going down. Shielding his eyes, he looked out to see Julie getting out of the red pickup.

"Hey," he said.

"Hi. Uncle Frank told me that you'd probably be here. You know, you can always come back tomorrow."

"We're working on the storm drain tomorrow. I want to finish this before… well, I was hoping to finish before dark."

"Let's take a look," she said. He stood to one side so she could see, then walked in a small circle, looking out at the woods nearby. She could tell he was self-conscious about the work he'd done. And with good reason: it was awful craftsmanship. She couldn't help herself, and giggled. He looked up, wounded. She put a hand to her mouth, trying to stifle herself, but she laughed aloud. "I'm sorry," she said, "It's fine. Frank won't care what it looks like, as long as you've made it sturdy."

"Fuck this," Fix fumed, throwing the hammer at the wall. A plank fell from the top. "Fuck!" he yelled.

"Fix," she said, moving to him, touching his arm to calm him down, "Uncle Frank doesn't care if you're any good at this. It's not like we're expected to work here. I enjoy helping them out, but if you don't want to—"

"No. I want to. I want to be good at this. It's so real, so honest. I've never worked so hard or been so hungry and sleepy at the end of the day."

"I know what you mean. This is the one place where I actually care about what I'm doing. Because I can see what a difference it makes for Frank and Maria."

"So what do I do with this, Miss Project Manager?" Fix asked, indicating his wall.

"You're trying to do it right. You're no good at that. Do it your way: make something up. And don't worry about pleasing Uncle Frank. He already thinks the world of you. You know what he said to Aunt Maria today? ‘That Fix is an odd duck, but he's good company.' It's high praise, and you'll never hear more from him than that." Fix beamed. "I just made your day, didn't I?" She leaned against the sawhorse he'd been using to cut the lengths of wood for the wall.

Fix propped himself against the wall. "Yeah, I guess that means a lot to me. I don't really have anyone like him in my life. Dad's pretty much written me off since I told him I like men. Guess I'm a bit short in the male companionship department."

"You've got the flimsiest ego I've ever met." She shifted her weight. "Are you still pining over Jeff?"

Defeated, he confessed. "Yeah. I'm constantly thinking about him, no matter how much I try to trick myself out of it."

"It's no consolation right now, but it goes away," she said. He wondered if she was talking about getting over him.

"I kinda don't want it to. Like, as long as I'm still thinking about him and hurting and remembering him and arguing with him in my head, it's still going on. When that's gone, I won't have anything left of him."

"Fix, you don't want him. Really, no matter what you think right now. Even if we'd stayed, it would've just been something else. You deserve better than that."

"But he was so great."

"You know what's funny about all this? You're the richest man in the world, but you think you're worthless." She gave a look like she didn't know what to make of him, then straightened up and started walking away.

"Where are you going?" Fix asked.

"Back to the house. I'm going to walk. You'll need the truck's lights to finish—" she gave a smile that held years of friendship "—that."



"Fix, something happened with Maria," Julie's voice said through the phone. Fix and Frank had come in for lunch and found the house empty. "It's her heart. She had some kind of attack this morning. We're at the county hospital now."

He hesitated to give the news to Uncle Frank, not knowing how he'd respond. His reaction surprised Fix: "Well, then, let's get over there." Completely matter-of-fact. No tears, no drama. Just another task. It confused Fix, because Frank's love for Maria was evident in every simple exchange between them. When he asked her to hand him the cream for his morning oatmeal, Fix heard decades of love and respect in the asking. Maria was his treasure, and now he was sitting in the red truck, heading to town like they were picking up a bag of feed.



It was a minor heart attack, a cardiac episode. Maria was in the clear, the doctor explained to the three of them gathered in a vinyl and arborite waiting room that smelled like an antiseptic thunderstorm had passed through, trying but failing to clear the air of disease and anxiety. The doctor wanted to keep her under observation for a few days. Did they have any kind of health plan? Frank answered no. Fix and Julie looked at each other, doing health care math in their heads, something they'd learned to do as Canadians. Whenever a colleague would challenge them for still working in Canada, they'd always resort to the social programs defence: "We have great health care." No mention made of bad weather or a dollar worth fifty cents in the States. Here, in this hospital, was all the proof they needed for their decision to stay put for so long: every day Maria spent in hospital would set Frank and Maria back a month.

"How many days will she need to stay?" asked Julie.

"I'd say two to three, just to make sure that it was an isolated incident." Objecting was unthinkable, so Frank filled in the clipboard full of paperwork, and made himself comfortable. Maria was sedated, and wouldn't wake up for a few hours.



Fix and Julie went into town for the afternoon. They ordered lunch at the bus station. Julie discovered when they arrived from New York that the cafeteria made a good salad. She just picked at it now, turning the lettuce leaves over on themselves. Fix couldn't help his hunger and wolfed down a steak sandwich with gravy, fries, and a milkshake. As they spoke, he absentmindedly reached across the table to steal bits of her salad.

"You know what I want to do this afternoon?" Fix asked.

No, Julie thought, I can't concentrate on a movie. Or a drive, or anything.

"Buy out Frank and Maria's mortgage."

"What?!" Julie croaked.

"I can't think of anything I'd rather do with this money. I mean, I have it. Why not do something decent with it?"

"I can't argue with you. But I'm just being selfish and emotional because I care about them so much. I don't even know if it's a good idea or not. I—" She put down her fork while her brown eyes drifted off to fetch a thought. Then she snapped back to focus on Fix. "You know, Fix, I don't care. Let's just do it."

"All right!" he said, lifting himself from his seat. They crossed the street to the bank, and asked for the manager. The receptionist led them to an office with seats well-worn from much anxious shifting. The manager would be in shortly, she told them.

Julie left him to go to the ATM. She was thinking of her post-dated rent cheques. Not that she could really go back to her apartment, but the idea of losing it still bothered her. A moment later, she returned to the manager's office, plopping herself into one of the chairs opposite the desk.

Fix turned to her. "He's just gone to make the—" he stopped as he saw the frozen expression on her face. She blankly held out her ATM slip. The balance was astronomical, even larger than the one Fix had grown accustomed to seeing each morning.

"You—" he started, with difficulty. "You have—"

"Explain this," she asked of him, quietly.

"Lloyd. Whatever Lloyd did, it… the bubble. Now you have it, too."

"Should I pay for this, then?"

"No," Fix answered quickly, "let's keep using my account. There's no point in both of us getting in shit."

"Like I'm not already."

The manager returned. "Okay, it's done. We couldn't reach your bank on the phone, but the transfer went through without a hitch. So, here are the papers, and… I feel kind of silly giving you such a little gift, but it's customary for us to give this to our customers when they make their last mortgage payment." He handed a brown mock-velvet case to Fix, who opened it, revealing a shiny brown plastic pen and pencil set.

"Wow," Fix said. Neither Julie nor the manager could tell if he was being earnest, but he seemed excited about the gift.

They headed back to the farm, Julie driving. Fix clicked the pen until she asked him to stop. They made a simple supper for Frank and brought it to him at the hospital, then dragged him home. He wanted to stay, but they convinced him there was nothing he could do there. Maria was sleeping most of the time, and the farm needed him in the morning.

Sitting in the living room, a fire in the hearth, Julie and Fix angled their chairs towards Frank's big recliner, and told him about the mortgage. He didn't understand how they could afford this, and protested.

"Surely," Julie said to him, coyly, "you understand that sometimes it's best for the truth to be kept hidden, particularly if the end result is good. We wanted to do this, and there's nothing you can say about it now." Frank laughed to himself. They'd won.



Maria was missing. Julie went to the reception desk, Fix following behind. "Where is my aunt? She was in room 201."

The nurse tapped at a keyboard, then saw something that disturbed her. "Oh. I should get a doctor to talk to you about this." She paged one of the doctors on duty, who came to meet them. He gestured for them to sit again in the familiar linoleum corner that was the waiting room.

"There was an accident with your aunt," he said. Julie glared at him, waiting for him to elaborate. "Have you ever heard of the Year 2000 Problem?"

"Yeah, I'm familiar with it," she answered, her tone saying, What the hell has this got to do with anything?

"We're a small hospital, and we aren't well funded. In fact, the state is trying to close this unit," he started, "so some of our equipment isn't current. Including the system that monitors patients' medical records. Your aunt was mismedicated this morning because of a computer error. The doctor on duty last night used her record to prescribe her medication, which the nurse administered to her this morning. Unfortunately, the dosage that she was given wasn't appropriate for her age."

Fix piped in. "She was born in what, like 1932? So the computer subtracts 32 from 00 and gets -68. Which it can't handle. So—what, it guessed that she was a premature baby? Or in her thirties?"

"I'm not sure," the doctor said. "But she's been rushed to the state hospital. It's not a good situation, but she should recover. I want to give you my apologies for this terrible mistake. But I realize that you may still want to take legal action. If you want, I can take you through our hospital's policy on—"

"Later," Julie said. "Just tell me how to get to the other hospital."



As they drove through town, Fix spotted a familiar-looking vehicle: the white van. Surely there are lots of them around, he figured, dismissing the thought. But as it stopped at the traffic light across the intersection from them, Fix noticed the front panel, crumpled, streaked with yellow paint.

"Let me out," Fix said, pointing to the van as it turned to park at the bank. Julie heard the resolution in his voice, and pulled the car over. "I'll be in touch with you, somehow. Take care of them both," he said, giving her a smile, one that she gave back to him, weary but determined.



"You don't need to go in there," Fix said, approaching the couple from across the street. They turned, surprised. Fix held his hands up to show that he wasn't carrying the HIRF gun this time. "I don't know what you're going to do with me, but you won't get any help from me unless you promise me that you'll never go into that bank."

"Mr. Lauzon," said the cinnamon-skinned woman, her pantsuit out of place on the main street of this farming town, "it's a pleasure to meet you at last." She extended her hand. Unsure, he shook it. "Elizabeth Noe. And this is Reg Fraser." The sausage-headed man shook Fix's hand vigorously.

"So, what now?" Fix asked. "Are you going to take me somewhere?"

"Only if you want to go with us," she said, a little puzzled. "Who do you think we are?"

"You're the police, or CSIS, or investigators that the bank hired… aren't you?"

"No," Fraser laughed, "Mr. Seyfert sent us."

"As in Seyfert SoftSolutions? There's actually a Mr. Seyfert?"

"You should know. You're one of the few people who's ever met him."

"No," Fix said incredulously, "I've never met a Mr. Seyfert."

"Carl Seyfert," added Noe.

"Carl—?" The spooky man in Mr. Li's hotel. "But… what would he want with me?"

"You did," she said in a proud voice, "use his Simulated Multimorphic Encryption Generator 3 to cloak an entire bank. He thinks that's a rather profound achievement."

"No, no, it was just one account. And I didn't mean to."

Noe and Fraser looked confused. "I think we need to coordinate our facts before you meet with Mr. Seyfert."



They went to the bus station. Noe looked to the cook working behind the cafeteria-style counter, and dismissed the thought that he might listen in. Even if he did, it wasn't likely that he'd understand what they were talking about. Leaning in to Fix she said, "What we discuss here cannot be repeated. To anyone. Not even to your partner. Total non-disclosure."

"No way. I mean, she had nothing to do with this, but I'm not going to leave her out of anything now. Not after all we've been through. She at least deserves to understand why she's being chased!"

"Where is she now?"

"At the hospital. With a relative who's sick, and just got worse because of a computer glitch. The hospital could have used one of your mainframe solutions."

"They're going offline," said Fraser.

"What?"

"You must understand what Mr. Seyfert is doing here. After all, you're the man who's going to bring the whole financial structure of our society to its knees."

"Excuse me?" asked Fix, squinting as he leaned closer.

"Half the banks across North America are scrambling because of your work. There's been no official reports yet, but money is starting to fall apart. The gold standard isn't used anymore, so the banks are dependent on their digital figures to give them the facts about their money's value. Only you've turned those facts into dish water."

"The bubble?"

"Everywhere. And spreading. Each bubble has a unique signature, an echo that Mr. Seyfert wrote into the SMEG algorithm. That's how we've been tracking you all this while." Fraser sat back, folding his hands in front of him, a look of triumph on his face.

"Every time I used my bank card, my bubble sent you an echo?"

"Exactly."

"So there's a communication function to the virus?"

"You didn't know that when you chose it?" said Noe.

"You're overestimating me here. I just made a hack to hide an account while we ran tests. I was trying to make a solution that worked."

"So, why did you release the bubble?"

"I didn't. One of the other people on my team did something that burst it and spread it through the system."

"And outside the system," said Fraser.

"Back to the communication thing," interjected Fix. "So the virus sends out an echo every time it changes itself?"

"Yes," answered Noe.

"Can the other bubbles hear this echo?"

"Yes."

"And the purpose of this is to share information?"

"Yes. Mr. Seyfert's specialty has always been in sharing information efficiently across networks."

"So when each virus bubble tells all the others that it's changed itself, it also tells them its old code, so they don't use it."

"Presumably," she said. She knew something more, but was interested to see him work it out for himself.

"If they're all over the place, and they're constantly changing their codes, they're going to run out soon. And then I guess the virus will stop, or…" his eyes opened wide, and he looked beseechingly into their faces. "It'll change. It'll replicate into a Version 4 of itself." They looked back at him, proud. He got it.

"But," he continued, "I have the algorithm to stop the Version 3. A Version 4 would use a different… and it'd be exponentially more complex, you could never…"

"Never work it out," said Noe. "And money would stop."

"Mr. Seyfert is very impressed by your ability to create such a powerfully invasive solution," said Fraser.

"Assuming that I knew what I was doing," Fix added.

Fraser continued, "And he would like you to use this method to help him with a larger project."

"You mean he wants this to happen? For money just to fail?"

"Not just money," said Fraser, "computers."

Fix was stunned. "But, he makes computers. He made more than half the computers and parts used as Y2K replacements: mainframes, legacy systems, embedded chips…"

"It grew clear," explained Noe with the graceful ease of a storyteller, "that the Millennium Bug was not going to be The End it was predicted to be. Seyfert saw this coming. Sure it was destructive, but we still persisted in defending our reliance on computers. We just retrofitted them and jerry-rigged them and nothing at all changed. We missed the biggest opportunity since the Industrial Revolution to change the way we live and work. Either we were going to enter a new era for humanity, or continue down the path to losing our souls to machines."

It was philosophical, almost religious, the way she told it. "The Millennium," said Fix, "was a job to be done. And we did it. You're talking about it like it was the Age of Aquarius."

"In a way it was," added Fraser, "and we missed the boat."

"Mr. Seyfert left a little dog door, if you will, in all his computers so that he could still access them when they were in place, no matter what security measures were added. But our sales penetration wasn't as complete as we hoped, so we're looking at a lot of other systems that we don't have a key for."

"And you want me and my bubble to get you in there so you can—what, shut it all down?" he said in disbelief.

"Yes," said Fraser, his interlocked hands bumping down on the table for emphasis. Noe looked to him, then, nodding, at Fix.

"You want me to destroy Western civilization?"

"We want you to save Western civilization," Noe said, her tone hypnotic. "All our dreams of the future begin and end with machines, science, technology. Of course we'll replace them. But in doing so we'll have a chance to redefine their role in our lives."

"Think about it," said Fraser, pulling out a satellite phone. "Our calculations show that we've got five days until the virus goes to Version 4." He slid the phone across the table to Fix, then stood up. "Call us when you've made up your mind. But," he snapped his fingers and pointed at Fix, "you'd better do it quickly."
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"You're not seriously considering helping them, are you?" asked Julie, trying to keep her voice down. She sat on the edge of Maria's hospital bed, facing Fix, who sat in a worn, olive-coloured vinyl chair. Maria's face was loose with sleep.

"I know. What they described to me was pretty extreme," he replied.

"Fix, it's terrorism."

"But to hear them tell it, it made a kind of sense. I mean, are you happy with things the way they are?"

Julie looked down at her hands. "No. Not really. But I'm not completely unhappy, either."

"'Not completely unhappy'. Is that all we should expect out of life? I don't want to spend the next sixty or seventy years working at things I don't really care about just ‘cause I need that lump of salt at the end of the week."

"Salt?"

"The Romans paid their soldiers in salt."

"What could they do with salt?"

"Exactly," he said with an open-handed gesture, "what can you do with salt, or paper, or electrons? Of itself, money is worthless. It's junk, and yet we slave and kill for it. This is our chance to reboot the whole thing, and see what's left when we wipe out the junk."

"But," she said, her tone scornful, "you're talking about rebooting without an operating system. Without computers, there'll be no structure at all."

She took his hand and led him into the hallway. The orderlies were wheeling away trays and dishes from the evening meal. Some patients' relatives were watching a game show on the waiting room television. "Fix, it's perfectly alright for you to have an existential crisis. I think it's built in for people our age. But you're not just deciding this for yourself. You're making this decision for me and…" she pointed randomly around the hallway, indicating a teenaged girl walking by, "and her," then pointed to an elderly man in a wheelchair who stared absently ahead, gumming at nothing, "and him." She did a double-take and looked at the old man again. "Okay, bad example." She sighed, exasperated, and levelled with him. "All right, I don't care about these people any more than you do. But I do care about Frank and Maria, and you're choosing for them. If computers everywhere go down, what'll happen to her records? To the lights and power and water in here? Gone. She'll probably die. And I for one would hold you accountable for that."

Fix's mouth tightened, his eyebrows pressed down. "Hey, I didn't create this situation. I didn't make us completely dependent on machines. And I didn't ask to make this decision for everyone."

"No. And you wouldn't have been my first choice for the job, either."

"Why's that?"

"Because," she said, pausing as she worried about hurting her friend, then finding her resolve as she considered what was at stake. "Because you don't really have anything to care about."

They stood facing each other in the hall, the air between them charged by the lightning strike of truth. It was an uncanny skill she had, calling it as it was, one that she often wished she could trade away for something nice. Once the truth was said, though, she'd never take it back.

With no recourse available, Fix just had to take it in. The moment passed, then he spoke, "I'm going to check in on Frank at home. What are you going to do?"

"Stay here until she gets better."



Lloyd crossed the street to a jewellery store, deciding to buy a new watch on his way back to the hotel. He'd never seen the streets of downtown Montreal so busy. It was like the whole city was last-minute Christmas shopping. In March. People in every shop were shoving their way to the cash registers. As he entered the jewellery store, he jostled his way through the clientèle. A woman in a gray track suit and parka held a baby in one arm while a clerk slipped a Cartier watch onto the other. Two teenaged boys paid for the diamond necklaces that their skinny, hotpant-clad girlfriends wore.

When Lloyd reached his hotel room, he locked the door behind him. The room looked like the "Showcase Showdown". He'd bought a guitar, a stereo, clothes that lay draped over every piece of furniture, skis, a bike. He felt ridiculous looking at it. There was no way he could even fit all of it into his car. He sat down on the bed, pushing aside the pile of cash he'd dumped there. Unlike Fix, he'd had the time and the authority to alter his daily limit.

People had always assumed that because his father was rich, he was rich, too. But his father wanted him to learn the value of money, so Lloyd and his brother had to earn and save for everything they got. He laughed to himself: maybe he couldn't figure out the value of money. But he could change it.

He scooped the cash into a duffel bag, shoved in some clothes and toiletries, and left, leaving the door wide open.

It was time to go to the airport.



"I might have to leave, Uncle Frank," said Fix, trailing behind him as they walked through the woods. Fix picked up the kindling that Frank pointed out on the ground. The night was cold and clear. The branches snapped under their boots like tiny bones.

"Well, if you need to go, I can't keep you," he replied with customary calm. Fix hoped for some kind of protest, but was prepared not to get it. "Are you taking Julie with you?" Frank asked.

"No. If I go, I doubt she'll want to go with me."

"If? I thought you said you had to go." Frank turned to face Fix. His face was deeply shadowed, but still visible in the moonlight.

"I said I might have to go. I haven't decided yet. I was hoping I could ask your advice."

"Sure, son. I don't guarantee it'll be useful, but go ahead."

Fix bent a branch so he could see Frank's face better. "Julie and I, well, we kinda got ourselves into some hot water. It's not really her fault, though, so it's up to me to work it out."

"So?"

"So there's a hitch. There's these other people who want me to take things even further, to make things worse."

"Doesn't sound exactly right."

"Well, no, it's not really, not if you look at it conventionally. But these people just might have a bigger picture, a better one, that can only come about if we get rid of what's there now. Some people might get hurt in the short term, but maybe in the long term…"

Frank turned and walked ahead to the clearing where piles of cut wood were stacked. Fix followed, and Frank started loading up Fix's arms. "So what should I do?" Fix asked.

"I can't tell you," he replied. "No one can." He piled on more logs. "When I was younger I had to make a very hard decision, one that hurt some people who were very dear to me. I asked everyone what I should do, but in the end I had to make up my own mind."

"Do you mind if I ask what it was about?"

"Money," Frank replied flatly, heading back into the woods. "My brother took some money he shouldn't have, and I either had to cover for him or turn him in."

"You turned him in."

"And a lot of people were mad about it. So much so that I had to come here." They walked in silence, while Fix used the scant information to piece together a picture of Frank's life. Frank was content to remain quiet until they reached the house.

As they stepped inside the back hall, Fix asked, "Do you think you made the right decision?"

"Yes." Frank took off his boots and thumped them together to remove the snow, then set them on a rack where they hung upside-down. Then he hung his big green parka on a hook. Fix tried to put the wood down gently, but the pile tumbled apart when he set it on the floor. He took off his winter clothes while Frank took the wood inside and started a fire.

"Really? You never regretted it?"

"Of course I did," Frank blustered, "He was my brother, for God's sake. But all that money would never have made up for the loss to my character if I helped steal it. In the end, all you have is your character. All the things, all your achievements, they all disappear. What matters is who they make you. And I was not willing to be that man." He paused, then quietly added, "So I told what I knew, and my brother was killed." Fix knew that this was the end of the conversation. It would not be right to ask or say anything more about the matter.

The fire cast a warm light around the room. Frank's face was a strong square, lit orange by the fire he tended. Fix could see the hints of a younger man in the weathered features. Frank, content that he'd made a good fire, settled back into his easy chair.

"This is all you want, isn't it?" asked Fix.

"I have a good life here. I enjoy my work, I have a wife I treasure, and I can live with myself. All the riches in the world would never make me more alive." He nodded as a tight smile of resolution crossed his square face. Fix took heart in Frank's contentedness, but couldn't help feeling disturbed. He couldn't say what could give him that peace.

"Take tomorrow off to think about your problem," said Frank. It carried weight, as Frank had likely never taken a day off. Fix sat back in his chair and enjoyed the heat of the fire on his face. His ears and toes ached as they warmed up, but not enough to keep him awake.



Fix woke up, buried under a heavy patchwork quilt. He had a vague memory of climbing the stairs to the guest room late in the evening after the fire had died down. He wasn't accustomed to waking up in the light—Frank! Oh, he remembered, this was his day off. He felt lazy and self-indulgent, until he stopped to think about the decision he had to make today. It was bigger than the day's chores: mending a fence, cleaning the barn, and feeding chickens that were just going to wind up getting an axe to the neck.

He curled himself up in the warmth of the bed. Sleep had evaporated, so he lay with his eyes open, looking around the room. The simple wooden walls had been whitewashed a dozen times. The floor was the same, but painted a rusty colour. Maria had hung around the room a full-length mirror, some needlepoint scenes, and a few black and white pictures of people, solemn-faced despite the pastoral scenery behind them. Fix slipped from the bed to get a better look. They were all likely dead now, judging from the look of the photos. All the concerns that they must have faced, he thought, letting his mind Rorschach in a life for each of the figures. This slim young man who stood beside a pretty young woman—would she marry him? The older gentleman was the young man's father, concerned that the boy might go off to America instead of taking over the family business. His mother and grandmother were there, too. They just wanted to see him married. His brother stood with a leg up on their automobile, proud because he'd driven them all to this spot. It was his car, the first in the village. He would stay, run the business, and be a great success.

"Now you're all dead," he said quietly to himself. How much did it really matter what he decided today? Whether he and Seyfert would bring ruin or a new world order, this generation would just give way to another, and another. All these little lives, then in ten thousand years the sun would go nova and erase all traces of any of it ever happening.

But these faces, the dreams written on them, shining into a future that was already a past. Somehow it mattered. It mattered and it didn't. Who knows what they went on to do, he thought. Maybe they achieved all their great plans. But probably not. There was a beauty, though, in the trying, a nobility in each of their stories.

He took his arm from the wall where he'd been leaning close to the photo and caught a sideways glimpse of himself in the mirror. There was the stranger from New Year's at the office. Only now, there was something stronger, more resolute. He turned to face himself, standing in the same flimsy white boxers he'd been wearing when he left Toronto. His skin was fishy white, but warm. Frank must have put extra wood in the stove since he'd be home. Fix flexed an arm. In the short time he'd been working at the farm, his body had changed, gaining some extra shapes beneath the skin. His chest was more angular, less soft. But that didn't quite describe the change he saw today. He pushed his wiry hair up from his face and smiled.

Today he was powerful. An image popped into his mind from grade school, out on the baseball diamond, standing in a line while the two captains picked their teams. Today wasn't like then. He was the one that both teams wanted. No, needed. Sure, he knew it didn't matter in the grand scheme of things; someday he'd be in black and white on a wall, too. But it sure mattered now. This was his time. For too long he'd been waiting for someone to pick him, to give him his cue. But it had been his show all along.

He grabbed his towel from the back of the door and rummaged through his bag for some clothes to wear. As he pulled them out, some slips of paper dropped to the floor. He picked them up and was about to throw them in the little wastepaper basket, then paused. Two ticket stubs from the Staten Island ferry, and a slip of paper from Mr. Li's hotel with Jeff's phone number on it. He stuffed them into the pocket of today's jeans.



He was stuck behind a line of cars on the road into town, a convoy created by a slow-moving tractor up ahead. Frank had warned him that the truck tended to idle too slowly down in first gear. Sure enough, the engine chugged, jerking the truck forward violently. It was about to stall. He could see a large truck off in the oncoming lane, but decided to go for it, whispering "Fuckit" to himself. He sped into the other lane and started passing the cars. There were more than it seemed from the back of the line. The truck was getting closer. Its air horn blared. He was almost at the tractor, but the truck was too close now. He couldn't make it.

He darted left onto the shoulder, sending a spray of mud and slush into the air. The truck whizzed past him, narrowly missing the side of the pickup. A streak of mud splashed up the truck's side as they passed each other. The pickup fishtailed, but Fix turned the steering wheel this way and that, keeping control. Why wasn't he scared?, he wondered.

'Cause it didn't matter.

When he cleared the truck, he pulled back onto the road, which felt so solid now. He sped away past the other cars and the tractor. He pulled back into his own lane, but kept going full-tilt. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the little papers. He rolled down his window. The air was warm today, and he was sprayed with rain as he reached out his arm. As he let the papers go, the wind eagerly grabbed them, ripping them away, as if they were never there. Fix splayed his fingers in the wet wind. He turned on the radio with his other hand, and sang at the top of his lungs.



He cradled the coffee cup in his hands. It was sturdy and thick, every edge rounded, designed as if the makers knew that it would be around some thirty years hence.

He stirred his coffee, loving the ting! ting! ting! of the spoon against the side of the cup. How many times had he heard that sound? Tiny bubbles clung to one edge of the brown surface. Lots of milk, lots of sugar. Why did he like it this way? Why anything? Why was there a variation in humanity called "Felix Lauzon"?

He put the cup down on the saucer, which was clearly from the same factory. He picked the cup back up and looked underneath it to see where it had been made. Illinois, USA. There was in that moment something holy about that particular coffee cup, a whole history in it of everyone who'd worked to make it, all the others who'd ever used it. This cup didn't matter, it was just one of tens of thousands. But it was singular, the way the small ‘O' of the handle tapered into a little thumb-rest, the way the glaze had been worn from its surface.

He looked at his finished breakfast on its white plate. The crumbs from his toast lay across the plate, from the egg yolk to the jam on the other side. There were some crumbs on the table, too. He swept those with the heel of one hand into the palm of the other, suddenly aware that the waitress would have to clean them up otherwise. He looked up and stared at her for several minutes, going through her routine. Greet, order on pad, paper to kitchen, deliver meal, clear dishes, pick up money, clean table.

Wow, he thought, now here was a monumentally unimportant slice of life. Yet in this moment she was a Goddess. Of course she didn't matter, yet she did. To her.

Maybe there was no big picture. Maybe what mattered was the details. He remembered a quote from Buckminster Fuller: God hides in the details. He laughed at himself, thinking, I'm having a religious experience in a bus station.

Maybe Julie was wrong, and he was exactly the person for this job, because he didn't have any attachments.



"I want to learn about money," said Fix. The librarian looked a little surprised. "I mean, I need to learn about how it works, and how we got to the system that we use now. And, um, I kinda need to learn about it all today. Could you help me?"

The small woman's face lit up, as if she was a mechanical fortune-teller in a box and he'd just dropped a quarter in. Fix was a bit concerned that she might not be willing—or able—to help him. She quickly proved him wrong. She clearly didn't get many requests of this size, and wanted to rise to the occasion.

"Of course, the Internet is a great resource, since we don't have many books on economics here, but," she said, pointing to a lonely-looking computer whose screen was dark, "we can't get our connection to work."

"Does it run at all? I mean, does it still work this year?"

"Oh yes," she said, "it's Y2K-compliant." Fix took this as a good indicator of her technical wherewithal. "It just doesn't connect properly." Fix started the machine, while she darted off to get him her file of all the setup information he'd need. He checked all the cables, and after a few minutes of playing with its settings, had opened a connection to the 'net. He was struck by the irony that he'd not actually used a computer for over a month.

Side by side, they combed the 'net for information. Whenever they got a bite, the librarian would light up, filling in any missing information for him, helping him draw together a picture of exactly what it was that he'd put into such jeopardy. Occasionally someone would wander in, looking for a title. The librarian would excuse herself, go to the visitor, dart to the bookshelves and return with a book, sending them on their way. Then she'd eagerly return to Fix's side. At one point in the afternoon, when they'd been sitting side by side for a few hours, he started to feel uncomfortable. What was her interest? Then he saw the wedding ring on her finger and chided himself. She was just a natural problem-solver like he was.

Fix read a particularly long tract on the screen, a conspiracy theory that linked President Kennedy's assassination to the passing of Executive Order 11110, which threatened to take all power away from the Federal Reserve. Fix was expecting to learn about the day-to-day complexities of the monetary system, but was surprised to discover a long drama of nations manipulated by rich families, institutionalized inequities, and mathematical nonsense.

"Oh," said the librarian.

"What?" asked Fix.

"The library was supposed to close half an hour ago!"

Fix thanked her, put on his coat, then gathered up the pile of material he'd printed out along with the notes that she'd made for him.

"May I ask what this was for?" she inquired, pointing to his armload of research.

"I have to decide whether or not to stop this," he said, holding up the pile and shaking it.



The only light as he drove home was the moonlight overhead and the two bright cylinders his headlights made in the light snow falling ahead of him. Further down the highway, he saw a dark shape blocking the road. As he got closer, he could make out separate moving shapes in the barricade. Elk! He'd never seen elk before. He slowed the truck down as he got nearer, fascinated by the creatures, having been a city-dweller his whole life. They were so big!

The truck crawled ahead, and he honked the horn, but they paid no notice to him, except for one that gave him a slow, dumb look as if to say, Can't you see we're crossing here?

The truck started chugging, leapt on the spot twice, then died. Fix turned the key in the ignition, but all he could coax from the engine was a sound like a whining child. Concerned about the vehicle's old battery, he turned off the headlights. As his eyes adjusted to the dark, he watched the large animals moving across his path. He looked to see where they were going: through the trees on the other side of the highway and down an embankment. Suddenly he was seized by the urge to follow them. It was probably a bad idea. If he startled them, they would trample him or gore him with their antlers or something.

The last few of the elk crossed into the trees. He tried to start the engine again, but had no luck. He put the truck into neutral, turned the wheel, and got out. Pushing the truck's rear bumper, he rocked it back and forth until he managed to get it rolling. He pushed it to the side of the road, then put on the hand brake, locked it up, and ran after the elk.

He stumbled down the slope, following the trail that had been pounded flat by hooves. As he cleared the trees, he regained sight of the elk. They crossed a frozen lake, a wide open, brightly lit plain of white. He kept his distance at first, then followed closer and closer. He got within arm's reach of a young buck that straggled behind, pulled the glove from his hand, and stroked its side. It jumped at the touch, lurching forward, looking at him with one frightened black glassy eye. But for a moment, he felt the short, rough bristly hair. He stopped and held his hand close to his chest.

He stayed where he was, letting the elk go on their way. The light snow touched his face gently, the air was the kind of warm that lets snow fall, and the wind was gentle. Fix lay down on the snow-dusted ice amidst the hoof-prints and stared at the sky overhead. The number of stars out here was staggering, a hint at what infinity looked like. He saw a swatch across the sky that he figured was the vapour trail from a plane. Then he realized that it was too big and crossed the whole sky. It was the Milky Way. He'd never seen it before.

The moon was brilliant white with faint bluish shapes on its surface. It wasn't quite full, and looked partly deflated. But that had no effect on its luminance. He stared it full in the face. Someday even you'll be gone, he thought. But tonight it was there, the queen of the holy details, presiding silently over the whooshing pines, over the giant disk of the lake, and over him in the middle of it all. He smiled, took a deep breath, and closed his eyes.



Julie looked out the window of her aunt's hospital room. It had been a good day: Maria was awake for most of the afternoon, and they'd spent the evening talking, first about the events at hand, then venturing into stories from Maria's past. Julie found herself wrapped up in these recollections. Each one contained some detail or another, that, asked about, led into a whole other strain of stories. Maria was exhausted by the time she fell asleep, but seemed utterly content, as if she'd recaptured her whole life in sharing these homespun tales. And Julie felt bound up in the fullness of this woman's life, loving her even more than before.

She pushed aside the curtains and craned her neck to look up at the moon. It had been a while since she'd last noticed it was there. It was beautiful tonight. Everything was beautiful tonight.

Everything back in the city was an accident, spiting the natural order of things: light at night, moving faster than a walk, being crammed together in such tight spaces that people lived enraged and did bad things to each other. Life here had a different quality. Everything had a cycle to it, even death. It was… gentle.



The car creaked as the firemen tried to rend away the twisted metal that was once a door. Lloyd lay inside, struggling to concentrate, because the paramedics had insisted that he not fall asleep. Snow fell into the open space where the windshield had fallen away. The flakes seemed serene as they fell down on him. But Lloyd knew that was wrong, that he was probably in some kind of shock. He looked down and could see that the left leg of his khakis was soaked in blood. But he didn't feel anything. That was good. Or maybe it was bad. He didn't know.

What happened? he wondered. The highway to the airport had been backed up most of the way. Then it cleared a bit and everyone sped up. But the weather was bad. Everyone forgets how to drive from one winter to the next. He found the road greasy, slippery. Did he hit someone? No. He remembered now: a black car coming at him. He'd looked out the driver's side window to see its headlights and grille coming straight at him. Then an impact and a big noise. Then sirens and flashing lights.

"Got it," he heard a voice say. Then the door pulled away.

"Easy, easy," said another.

He felt himself moving, being gently lowered onto the ground. Faces all around. He just stared up. All he could focus on was the moon. Am I going to die?, he wondered.

So what?, he answered himself.



Fix sat up, cross-legged on the ice, and brushed himself off. He could stay here forever, except that "here" only existed because of the convergence of these details at this particular moment. There was no way to keep "here", or to commodify it. Fix wondered if he could even share it with anyone, if they would ever understand why it meant something to him. Ultimately, it had no value, except to him. But then, it occurred to him, nothing had any value that wasn't assigned to it. He picked up a handful of loose snow. Meaningless, he thought. Priceless, he countered, letting the snow fall through his fingers.

"Here" was over. He could feel it, the moment passing. Now he had something to do. He dug deep into his jacket, pulling the satellite phone from a pocket there. He turned it on and found "Noe, Elizabeth" pre-programmed into it. He hit "Send" and waited for her sleepy voice to answer.
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Fix and Julie stood at the end of the laneway. Fix looked back at the farmhouse. Even though the planks of its siding were painted white, the house looked gray around the edges, like a child who'd been playing outside all day. The effect was compounded by the low sky, full of snow-pregnant clouds.

They were waiting for the white van to come fetch Fix. He didn't get back until just before breakfast, and looked tired. Frank said goodbye to him before heading out to do the chores, sending him off with a simple handshake. Fix knew Frank well enough now, though, to get everything he needed from that handshake.

Julie came home the night before to make arrangements for Maria: the hospital had given her the okay to leave. She would, however, need constant care for the next few months. The mini-stroke the medication gave her reduced some of her motor skills. The doctors were confident, though, that she would recover as the swelling in her brain subsided.

"So you're sure you're staying?" asked Fix.

"I haven't felt this sure for a while," she answered contentedly.

"I know what you mean. How long do you think you'll stay?"

"I dunno. At least until Maria is better. Then, who knows?" They stood for a moment trading smiles, then looking off over the fields to the highway. The white van came into sight, its sides splashed with rusty-coloured mud.

"You promised me our first night in New York that we were going to set this right," she said.

"I know," Fix replied.

"Fix, if you go off with this creepy old coot—"

"Don't worry," he said, taking her hands in his, "I'm going to keep my promise. It's going to work out, just wait."

"That's the part I'm not comfortable with, having to wait. But I belong here right now."

"Yeah, you do." He squeezed her hand. "I'm going to miss you. It's been good having you along through all this."

"God," she said, her throat clenching with emotion, "I can't believe I'm saying goodbye to you."

They hugged until the van pulled up, then she gave him a kiss. He returned it with such feeling that it confused him. Maybe there was a freedom because they were saying goodbye: this was a kiss without consequence. Or maybe things were more complicated than he thought. Or—all this flew through his head in an instant. But the side door of the van slid open, and Fraser the sausage-headed man invited him in. He picked up his knapsack and waved to Julie as he got in, then watched her from the tiny portal at the rear of the van while they drove away.

He saw her standing at the end of the dirt driveway with her arms crossed. She wore a big powder blue sweater that Maria knitted. It was the first time he'd seen her wear a colour.

She uncrossed her arms and walked slowly to the farmhouse, one hand holding the hair out of her eyes while she looked up at the armada of clouds in the endless prairie sky.



Fix asked Fraser and Noe about themselves, while he poked through the array of equipment in the van: here was a global positioning system, there in the corner lay a small satellite device that looked like a gray plastic plate with a hand blender in its middle. Fraser, Fix learned, had been an electrical engineer with the Marine Corps, and Noe did her doctorate in nanotechnology.

"So how did you get involved with Mr. Seyfert?" Fix asked.

"He hired me right out of the service," said Fraser. "I actually built his first server with him. I thought he was really generous ‘cause he bought me the soldering iron to do it. Now look at us—with systems installed around the world, and him worth… well, even he doesn't know what he's worth."

"Yeah," said Fix to himself, laughing, "sometimes that one takes a long time to work out."



They stayed that night in a little motel off the highway. Over supper in the motel restaurant, they continued the day's conversation. Fix was thrilled to be in the presence of these minds; thrilled, yet intimidated. They knew so much more about computers than he, and their lives were set up nicely. In the presence of people like them Fix often felt he'd skipped his homework: Sorry, ma'am, the dog ate my 401K plan.

"So why are you involved in this thing with Seyfert?" he asked, sticking a fork into his piece of cherry pie.

"Because," said Noe with a sure, calm tone, "he has a vision."

"I'll give you that," replied Fix, "but what if he's wrong?"

"If you'd worked with him as long as I have," said Fraser, "you'd know how unlikely that is."

"Okay. So let's say he's right. He's the gargantubrain with the master plan. Good for him. But what's important to you?"

They paused. Noe ventured an answer. "Making a difference. Contributing something to the future of humanity."

"That's really honourable," Fix said earnestly, "but what does that mean? Like, when you get up in the morning and go out into this different world, what do you see?"

"We're planning to install Seyfert terminals in every home and public place, then use the existing servers out there as a public service, so everyone has access to a free network of information. Imagine how that would bring the world together. In underdeveloped countries we could provide schooling, training, and information-based opportunities that didn't exist before. We could—"

"Stop, stop, stop!" Fix insisted, putting down his fork. He stuck his thumb and forefinger into his dessert and extracted a soft, red cherry. "How much information do we have about this cherry?"

"Well," said Noe, confused, "we know its molecular structure, its caloric content, and its genetic makeup…"

"And what in hell experience does that give you of a cherry?" he asked, looking at it, then popped it into his mouth. Confounded, they looked at him, then each other. Their faces, bright and hopeful a moment ago, were now shadowed with a doubt.



A day later, Fix was standing in front of Seyfert, making his argument again. Fraser and Noe flanked him. The room made the Control Room back at the bank look like a day care toy box. Here, in the middle of Seyfert's ranch house, was the focus of all his efforts. From this room, unbeknownst to his clients, he could seize control of every computer he'd ever installed.

Seyfert rose from his deep, ergonomically-perfect chair. He was an imposing figure, squared at the edges. Even here at home he was immaculately dressed in a dark navy suit. "I don't think what you've heard has given you a full sense of my vision," he said, pressing a button on his vast wooden desk. A panel slid down one wall, exposing a screen. It showed the schematic of a network of computers. Coloured lines played out from the center, then labels popped out beneath them: New York, Paris, London, Tokyo. Smaller lines branched out from these, splitting into finer and finer lines, the city names becoming more obscure with each split. The screen became a cat's cradle of glowing lines.

"I want to provide the ultimate democracy, total access for everyone."

"Access to what, Mr. Seyfert?" Fix asked respectfully, yet full of force. "Access to information. But information is a description of life, not life."

Fix turned away, pushing his hands into his hair as if to comb out his idea. He turned back to them, his hands now opened beseechingly. "This information thing is a dangerous addiction. We start mistaking these descriptions for the truth, for facts. Then we stop referring to the details at hand. Simple, comfy information-in-a-box is so much easier to deal with than the original. But every one of these simplifications contains a bias. Say you give all these people this information in English. Well, there goes every local idea that English can't express."

He was pacing now. "You're projecting your ideal Western vision onto people who already have a way of life. And you didn't ask anyone if this is what they wanted. I for one don't want anything to do with this homogenized, digital Disneyworld of yours. Particularly not if people's lives have to be destroyed for you to bring it about."

He crossed the room, walking back to the door where he'd dropped his knapsack on the way in. He reached into the bag and pulled out the HIRF gun. "I think you're wrong, Mr. Seyfert, so wrong that I couldn't live with myself if I didn't try to stop you."

"Reg! Elizabeth!" Seyfert yelled.

"I'm sorry, Carl," said Fraser.

"He has a point," confirmed Noe. "We've been arrogant. We came to a conclusion, but never went back to test the hypothesis. Perhaps here in this room it is the right answer. But out there, the answers are infinite. And we have no right to impose ours."

"No!" protested Seyfert, "If you do this, you will enslave us all to the whims of corporate greed and self-interest." He paused, steepling a large hand on his desk to support his weight. "And you will kill me." They looked at him, puzzled. "I have a device in my chest that regulates my heartbeat. If you discharge that device, you will kill me."

"Then I suggest you leave the room," said Fix.

"I will not," he replied, standing to his full height.

"Reg," said Fix, "your cel phone won't work once I set this off. You should call the ambulance now. Does your housemaid know CPR?" Seyfert nodded, still unsure if Fix was serious.

"Make the call," Fix said to Fraser, who looked doubtful. Fix nodded to tell him he meant it.

"You wouldn't," said Seyfert, moving behind his desk.

"I haven't got time to play 'My Big Picture is Bigger than Your Big Picture'. Please, just leave the room."

Seyfert reached down to open his desk drawer. Fix pulled the trigger. The gun emitted a squeal that reverberated off the walls of the small room and deafened them. The lights in the room popped, the screen flickered with coloured bars and went blank, and the myriad monitors and indicator lights stopped their blinking. The room was plunged into darkness.

Fraser opened the door, letting in an angled column of light. Noe yelled instructions at them, but they could barely hear. While she pointed her orders, Fix and Fraser grabbed Seyfert by the arms and legs. Fix could see the silver gleam of a gun in the desk drawer. He was scared by the thought that Seyfert might have used it, more scared when he imagined that he might have been wrong.

Fraser saw the gun. "How did you know?" he yelled, as they carried Seyfert into the sunlit sitting room.

"He's American, I just kinda figured—"

Noe ran to get the housemaid, while Fraser started performing CPR on Seyfert. When the maid came, Fix instructed Fraser to let her take over. He started to protest, but Fix insisted. "We're not finished yet. I still need your help. If we get tangled up in this we won't get away in time." The housemaid looked up, puzzled by all the shouting, then returned to her measured presses on Seyfert's chest.



The van sped away from the ranch house. Fraser and Noe felt uneasy in Fix's presence after seeing him gamble with the life of the man who, until two days ago, had been their mentor. They rode in quiet, Fraser driving, Noe in the passenger seat and Fix in the back. Fix was the first to speak: "We need to go to Toronto."

"Why?" asked Noe, happy that her hearing was coming back, not happy about the news it brought her.

"I've got the virus' encryption key." he said, patting his knapsack. "The computer at First Dominion is going to keep transmitting it, spewing it out until it's too late. And we can only stop it from inside the bank." He interrupted himself, "Shit!"

"What?" asked Noe.

"Lloyd—he's the third member of the team I worked on there, the one who burst the encryption bubble. He's the only one who can make changes to the bank's programs."

"So where's he?"

"I don't know."

"That's not helpful. And we've only got two days until the virus replicates itself," said Noe, moving into the back of the van. She started up the computer there, "Reg, we need to stop and hook up the satellite antenna."

Moments later, they were back on the road. "What information can you give me about this Lloyd?" she asked.

"Not much. His name's Lloyd Hayes."

"How's that spelled?"

"H-A-Y-E-S." She fed the information into the computer. Fix searched his mind for other facts about him. "He lives in Toronto. He's in his late twenties. His dad is—"

"Here he is," she said, confidently pointing at the name on the screen.

"What?!" Fix spluttered.

"Back door access to Seyfert's computers, remember? We can't do anything to them with this equipment, but we can sniff out all kinds of information. Like the echoes that led us to you. And your friend made it easy. The first two places I checked were the Seyfert mainframes in the police and hospital networks, and he shows up in both."

"What happened?"

"Seems he was taken to hospital in Montreal after a car accident, but his family insisted that he be flown to Toronto." She read on. "Oh—"

"What?"

"He's under police surveillance."
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Fraser reached out the van window to hand their IDs to the customs official. He answered the officer's questions calmly, convincingly: the length of their stay, the purpose of their visit, whether they had anything to declare. Fix's stomach clenched. Fraser was lying through his teeth. If she asked them to open the van, they were sunk. The officer craned her head to look into the van at Fix. Unsure of the proper response, he smiled.

She waved them on. As they drove away, she finished typing in their particulars. When she entered Fix's name, her computer screen flashed an alert. She quickly picked up the phone next to her and speed-dialled her superiors.



They lost almost two days driving back, taking turns so they could drive through the night. It was ten o'clock in the evening, and they only had until midnight to stop the bubble virus. They sat in the van, parked in the hospital parking lot, trying to come up with a way to get Lloyd out of there and over to the bank.

"We won't know what kind of security we're dealing with until we get up to his room," said Fraser. He was the only one with any kind of experience in these things. "I think we just have to go up there and see for ourselves."

"When was the last time you were in action?" Fix asked.

"Basic training."

"Oh," said Fix. So much for that.

Time was pressing, and they didn't have another plan, so they got out of the van and walked into the hospital. Fix took his knapsack, uneasy about leaving it behind. Noe had the room number, so they managed to avoid the reception desk. They got into the elevator and she pressed his floor number. As the button illuminated and the car moved, they each took a deep breath. When they got out, they looked around for an indication of the room numbers. Fraser pointed out a silver plaque, which pointed down a hallway to the right. As they turned the corner, they saw three police officers at the end of the hall. In unison, they turned around, but came face-to-face with two more officers.

"Uh, I don't think grandma is down here," said Fix, then realized that the three of them couldn't look less related.

As they tried to pass the policemen, one of them held up a picture for the officers at the end of the hall to see. "This is him," he said. "Sorry, I'm going to have to ask you to stay." He escorted them to the room at the end of the hall.

Lloyd lay on the bed, his leg padded with blue foam and secured in a hinged metal brace. He had a black eye on the left side of his face, and he was unshaven. His good looks were just augmented by this young boxer-ish, battered look. "Hi," he said, smiling. "How have you been?" Something in the way he spoke sounded broken to Fix.

"Great. It's been a really exciting time. Thanks." Strangely enough, he didn't feel any animosity towards Lloyd. He crossed the room to sit on the edge of the bed beside him. Fraser and Noe took seats in the room while one of the policemen used the phone to call in about his catch. Fix fingered the scar on his chin, realizing that he really wasn't that badly off for everything that had happened.

"I need your help, Lloyd," Fix explained. "The encryption bubble I used, the one that you let loose—"

"Yeah, sorry about that."

"Well, that's nothing. At midnight it's going to run out of combinations to use, and it's going to change into a more complex version of the virus."

"How complex?"

"Complex. My guess is it will change from 256-bit encryption to 256256-bit encryption."

"Then we're fucked."

"But we're not yet. Remember that smart card system the bank was developing?"

Lloyd snapped his fingers, "Yeah, that thing that would hide all the client's information in the photo on their bank card?" Fix reached into his bag and pulled his picture out. "Nice," said Lloyd.

"It's in here. The key to the bubble is in this picture. If we infect one bubble with it, it'll communicate that code to all the others and kill them."

"Why do you need me?"

"The bank keeps chugging out more of the virus. You're the only one who can get into their system."

The policeman hung up the phone. "Okay, we're all going to go on a little trip."

"Sir," protested Fix, "you have to let us go. It's really important."

"Sorry, I can't do that."

Fix put the picture back into the magazine in his bag. Then he noticed the HIRF gun. Reaching in slowly, he curled his fingers around the handle and slid his index finger around the trigger, and pulled. There was a momentary pop, like the feeling of ascending in an airplane. The policemen looked around and tried unplugging their ears with their fingers. Fraser and Noe looked to Fix, who raised his eyebrows and shrugged his shoulders. He pulled the trigger again. Nothing. It was dead. He slid it under Lloyd's bed, for fear that the police might find it on him and think it was a pistol.

He stood and slung the bag over his shoulder. One policeman helped Lloyd stand up with a pair of crutches, while the others escorted them from the room.

They went in two cars, travelling through the downtown core. No stores were open, ordinary enough for eleven o'clock at night. But the bars were closed, too. There were no hot dog vendors on the street. People wandered around as if a street fair was going on, as if this was a holiday. But it wasn't. Police patrolled, but there seemed to be no threat of violence. Everything was just confused.

The two police cars pulled up in front of First Dominion. Fix banged on the window with glee, and turned to Noe, who was in the car with him, and laughed. As they got out, he called to Lloyd and Fraser. "Why are we here?" he asked one of the police officers.

"We were told to bring you here."

"Come on, Lloyd—let's get inside." Lloyd was struggling to use the crutches he'd been given, so Fix and Fraser each got under an arm and carried him towards the front steps of the bank, while Noe followed behind. As they approached the front door, they saw a woman in a smart jacket and skirt standing outside with her arms crossed.

"Carol!" said Fix. "A pleasure to see you."

"Mr. Lauzon, Mr. Hayes. Would you care to come inside?"

They crossed the marble floor of the customer service area. Fix looked up: its arched ceiling still looked marvellous, but the floor below was a hell. Papers were strewn everywhere, waiting area chairs overturned. The wickets looked like they'd been assaulted. Carol led them to the elevator on the far side of the room. Instead of pressing ‘7' for the Control Room floor, she pressed ‘8': the executive offices and boardroom. She led them down the hall, past the doors with the important names on them, to the big set of double doors that led into the boardroom. She opened these and gestured them into the large room. In its center was a giant oval table, packed with men and women in suits, some with their jackets off and sleeves rolled up. The table was littered with papers. Flip charts stood around the room with frantic scribblings on them.

"Everyone," said Carol, "I'd like you to meet Felix Lauzon and Lloyd Hayes." She turned to them, "Unfortunately, boys, there isn't enough time to introduce you to everyone here. Let it suffice to say that we have some of the best minds in the financial world assembled here. We have representatives from the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, the Federal Reserve of the United States, and the Bank of Canada."

"And, frankly," said a gruff older man, "we're buggered!"

"So you know?" asked Fix.

"We know that this bank is producing some kind of virus that is ruining us all and will shut us down at midnight," said another of the bankers.

An imposing figure stood from the table: Seyfert. "They would never have come to it on their own," he said.

"You—you're alright!" said Fix.

"You certainly have the courage of your convictions," Seyfert said, opening a gothic umbrella of a smile. "I admire what you did, though I have to confess," he pointed an admonishing finger, "that it hurt like hell! But I survived." He buttoned his blazer. "You put and end to my dream, so I figured that these folks could use some guidance. They didn't have a clue about the horrors that were about to befall their little empire."

"I came here to put things straight, not to ruin them," said Fix in his defence.

"I'm glad to hear that," said Carol, "so get to work."

"Um, no," said Fix flatly. "Not just yet." He walked to the head of the table. "Mr. Seyfert, I agree with you that there's something fundamentally wrong with the way we do business with each other. It's just your solution that I couldn't go along with. Computers aren't the problem; they're just dumb tools. It's this money thing that's all wrong."

One of the bank representatives stood up from his seat and said, "Son, we haven't got time to debate economics with you."

"With all due respect, sir, I don't think you're really in a position to argue with me right now."

"Young man, you don't understand the implications of all that you're putting at risk here."

"You're right. I couldn't possibly understand what it takes to make a country starve its own people so it can pay back a loan."

"We give loans to assist those people!"

"Where does that money come from? It doesn't exist, does it? You can create ten billion dollars out of air and loan it to some country because you're expecting to get ten billion dollars back. If I did this, it would be called ‘cheque kiting', and I'd get in shit for it. But that's how you manipulate the world every day. Then you ask for interest. Well where's that supposed to come from? That country doesn't have it, and you never created it, so somebody's got to lose to come up with it. Same thing internally: private banks create money they don't have and lend it to the government, then get it back with interest. Voilà—deficit."

"Fine," said another of the representatives, a woman with a European accent Fix couldn't place. "There are things wrong with the system. But we can't just let it fall apart because it's not perfect."

"No," said Fix, "but we have the opportunity here to start something else, something that works."

Carol interjected, "Can we discuss this later? It's half-past eleven!"

"We're going to have this conversation now, ‘cause right now I've got your attention." He moved to a flip chart, and picked up a marker. "Okay, this is my neighbour here," he said, and drew a little house, then added a kiddie symbol for a tree next to it. "My neighbour has an apple tree in his yard. Let's say he can get ten bucks if he sells that tree for lumber. So now he's got no apples, but ten bucks in the bank. This is your system, encouraging him to go for that ten bucks, but in reality, it isn't worth shit. Everything crashes tonight at 12:01, and he's got no apples, no ten bucks, no nothing.

"What if every month, he had to pay a buck to keep his ten bucks valid? If he's going to have a charge levied on him, he's going to want to buy something so he doesn't have to pay that buck. He's going to buy another apple tree, or invest in his house. He's encouraged to keep his money in circulation and spend it on things that have long-term value.

"So what made him feel like he needed that ten bucks in the first place? The fear of scarcity. But that scarcity isn't real. This guy's got a yard full of apples! Now let's say I live next door and I've got some farming equipment." Fix turned to the easel and drew a crude tractor next to the cartoon tree. "And then we both lose our jobs. Oh no! We'll starve to death, of course, because we don't have any money! Meanwhile between my neighbour and me we're sitting on a fuckin' orchard."

Fix gestured wildly at the easel. "What's wrong with this picture? Money! All of you know as well as I do that there's enough food and work for everyone on this planet. What there isn't enough of is currency to pay us all. Well that's just stupid, humanity serving a currency it invented. Instead of dealing in these empty, imaginary money balloons that have a habit of blowing up in our faces every couple of decades, we could be trading things that have real worth. And we'd probably be a lot more respectful of our resources, too, seeing how much love we give money now."

Fix walked to the door. He put his arm around Lloyd. "That's it. That's my idea. Actually, it's not even mine. It's called a ‘demurrage charge'. They had it in ancient Egypt, and it worked until the Romans came in and screwed it up with a system like yours. So starting tomorrow, you get a buck for every hundred that's held in your banks. Oh, and another thing, no more private manufacture of money. Only the national governments have the power to create national currency, and it's got to be backed with real assets. And the profit the government makes from creating money will go towards the national debt."

"This is oversimple madness," protested one representative.

"Yeah," said Fix, "well, right now we've got complicated madness."

"We don't even know how much money is in our banks," said another banker.

"Sure you do," said Fix. "These bubbles have just been warping the numbers. It's like a pencil bending in a glass of water. You take the pencil out, and it's still fine. It was never bent. In a couple of minutes, everything will be back to normal."

"Except," said the banker, "our customers have been spending all this money that they don't have."

"So?" he retorted, "They've just gotten to act like you for a while. All the more reason to get rid of such a foolish system. Sooner or later, it was going to implode, whether it was Y2K, or this, or the next thing. We've got to start valuing the details, the real stuff of life."

Fix looked at the clock: quarter to twelve. He turned to the room. "So what do you say? Everyone who hates my plans and wants to take a chance on midnight put up your hand." The grim-faced officials left their hands on the table or in their laps where they were. "Okey dokey. It's decided then."

He walked around the table to stand next to Seyfert. "What do you think?" he asked.

"I'm happy I didn't shoot you," he replied, and patted him on the back.

Fix helped Lloyd walk to the elevator, insisting to the others that they needed a moment to work alone. They rode down to the seventh floor, then hobbled together to the Control Room. Lloyd clambered awkwardly into his old chair. Fix ran from the room to fetch the bubble program from his old computer, then left again to get a device to read his picture. Between trips, he noticed that Lloyd was working busily at something.

He hooked the reader up to one of the computers, and pulled his picture from his knapsack. "What are you doing?" he asked.

Lloyd had one finger paused over the "Enter" key. Clenching his teeth, he let the finger drop. "Ouch!" he said, "I just deleted my account. All the money I diverted into it is gone. So's all my own money."

"Wow," Fix said, eyebrows raised. Until now, he'd been immune to Lloyd's charisma. But this was something else: character. Snapping back to the task at hand, he held up the picture. "I need you to add this code to my bubble program, okay? Then when I run it, it'll create a bubble that kills all the others."

Lloyd nodded, "Sure. I can do that." Fix dropped the image in. As it the reader scanned his image, Fix's face appeared on the screen. Colour by colour, square by square, the picture was pulled apart and converted into a stream of letters and numbers, until the face was no longer visible. Fix saved this information to a file, which he sent to Lloyd's computer.

Lloyd's fingers flew, tapping away at the keyboard. "So," he said, turning his head to look at Fix, "what happens to us?"

"That's the one part I haven't worked out."

"I suggest we strike a bargain with Carol."

"She doesn't have anything on us," said Fix. "We didn't take anything real. No one did. Once this goes through, there'll be no record of any of it. Shit! I'll only have a hundred and fifty bucks to my name!"

"Lucky you. Of course, now you're going to have to buy a pony or something, or else pay a buck and a half demurrage charge on it," said Lloyd, joking.

Fix smiled and laughed. "I'll be okay." He looked over Lloyd's shoulder. "How's it going?"

"Almost done." They heard a knock at the door. "Come in," said Lloyd. Carol entered, followed by Noe, Fraser, Seyfert, and some of the bankers. Carol looked around with distaste, ducking under a low-hanging piece of cable.

"Okay," said Lloyd, "here goes nothing." He entered a few final keystrokes. To his left, a monitor displayed a clock with seconds ticking. 11:59:42.

"Okay," said Fix. He started up Lloyd's variation on the bubble program. He craned his neck around to face the others, "It should send out a signal that kills all the other bubbles."

Lloyd's clock blinked away the time. 11:59:50.

"Ten, nine, eight, seven…" he counted quietly to himself, feeling strangely serene. Everyone leaned in towards the screens, joining him in the counting. "…six, five, four, three, two…".

"One," they all said. The monitor in front of Lloyd scrolled with the numbers of the bank accounts, most of which had been replaced with red asterisks. Then the monitors blinked off. For a moment, the room was lit only by the Christmas tree winks of the equipment around them. Fix looked behind him at the expectant faces in the room, then looked at Lloyd. The monitor in front of him came back to life, glowing white, scrolling with the blue numbers of the bank accounts. Not an asterisk in sight.

"If you'll excuse us," Seyfert said to Carol, "I need to have a word with these boys." She acquiesced to his natural air of authority. Fix helped Lloyd stand, then they went with Seyfert, Noe, and Fraser out into the hallway. Seyfert walked them casually to the elevator.

"Get out of here," he said to them, pressing the button to summon the elevator. "These sort are big on blame, though if they knew anything at all they'd be thanking you."



A few minutes later, the financial brain trust had reorganized itself in the boardroom. Seyfert stood and addressed them, leaning his hands on the table.

"It has come to my attention that there is a security flaw in the computer solutions I supplied to many of your organizations. While I am sure the each of you fully intends to honour the agreement that you made here this evening, I would like to add a touch of incentive: as long as you hold to this agreement, this flaw will be protected and never become public knowledge. Should you fail to meet this commitment… well, we may meet here again."

With that, he took his hands from the table and walked from the room.
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Fix pushed a button, and his watch glowed blue, but there were no numbers. Its digital workings were scrambled the first time he fired the radio-wave gun. He smiled as he looked up at the night sky overhead. The watch was right: there was no time here. He turned himself around slowly, looking at the flat desert that stretched off to the horizon hills. Almost fully around, he saw Lloyd sitting on the hood of the car, a beer in his hand.

"Alright?" Fix asked.

"Just fine," replied Lloyd with a smile.



Julie's flight arrived early. The frosted glass doors in Arrivals slid open, revealing Fix and Lloyd. She smiled and threw her arms in the air. They ran to her and hugged her. Taking her bags, they led her outside.

"You guys look great," she said. "Look at you, all tanned and healthy." It was true: Lloyd walked with only the slightest limp, and both of them had skin that glowed like a summer sunset.

They waited for a car to pass, then crossed the lanes to the parking lot.

"So how's Maria?" asked Fix.

"She's doing really well," said Julie. "She doesn't need the walker anymore, and there's only a tiny slur in her speech. Her spirits are really high."

"And Frank?"

"Well, he's having a little trouble adjusting."

"Adjusting to what?" asked Fix, concerned.

"Oh, I didn't tell you. All of the chickens got some kind of avian influenza and died. It was awful."

"So what happened to the farm?"

"Well, you know I was never really happy with the chicken thing, so I got us switched over to growing hemp."

"Isn't that—?"

"No, no. Different plant altogether. We've got a special licence to grow it, and a bunch of contracts with companies that make it into two-by-fours, clothes, food, you name it. We're so busy we've had to hire on a few shifts of workers. So Frank's managing them, and I'm managing the business side of things. He still does a lot of hands-on work, though, just to keep involved."

They reached the car. Lloyd popped the trunk, then he and Fix lifted Julie's bags in. They got inside. Julie turned in the passenger seat to face Lloyd in the driver's seat and Fix in the back. "Okay, so what am I doing here?"

Fix looked at her, troubled, and said, "We thought you should be here for Mr. Seyfert's funeral."



It was a small service. They asked that things be kept simple and quiet, but some concerned business contacts managed to make an appearance. Fix, Julie, and Lloyd felt foolish greeting the guests, and left them to wonder who exactly they were.

Lloyd was dressed in a sharp black suit, Julie a simple dress. Fix wore a short-sleeved white shirt with dress pants and a tie. It was the hottest week of the summer, and it didn't make sense to him to cover himself in any more cloth than necessary. They all acted with respect, though, towards the man laid out at the front of the small room. A number of times, Fix had glimpsed an endearing character in him. Now that character was gone. His features were returned to a gargoylish menace. Fix used to think that a person's true temperament was gradually, indelibly written into his face. Now he knew that was wrong.

Fraser and Noe came into town when they got the news. Fix greeted them warmly, sensitive to how much longer they'd known Seyfert. They entered the hall, and as they spoke to Fix, he noticed Fraser's arm around Noe. After the Toronto incident, they told him, they left Seyfert. Now that events had turned this way, they regretted that they hadn't stayed in touch with him. Fraser was the first of the pair to break down. Noe put her hand on the back of his neck with a familiarity reserved for intimates. Fix mentally slapped himself for never having realized it before: they were married.

When everyone left, Fix, Julie, and Lloyd stood in the middle of the room. In that naked moment, they faced each other and cried. The tears weren't overwhelming; they had barely known the man. Still, as they held each other, they felt a wash of emotions: grief for Seyfert and for the frightened months they'd endured, an unspoken remorse from Lloyd, and a strange joy to be together at the end of it all.

They left the funeral parlour, stepping from conditioned air into the open heat of the sun. Fix took off his tie, Lloyd his jacket, and Julie produced an elastic from her purse which she used to hold her hair back in a pony tail.

Lloyd took her by the arm and sat her down on a bench. He looked to Fix with a question in his eyes. Fix nodded for him to go ahead. "Julie," he began. She wondered what this was about. They were making a moment of it.

"Mr. Seyfert left his estate to us."



On the Monday after that weekend, they drove to the collection of low, blocky buildings that made up Seyfert SoftSolutions. They were given a tour of the production lines and software development offices. Then they were taken to the executive offices. Lloyd struck up a conversation with the receptionist.

"Come on," said Fix, "let's go see his office."

"Um, you go on ahead," replied Lloyd, barely taking his eyes off the woman he was talking to.

Fix and Julie rode the elevator to Seyfert's office. Fix used the key he'd been given to open the door. Inside, he sat in Seyfert's deep chair, put his sneakers on the desk, and looked up at Julie. "So," he asked, "what do you think?"

She was examining the books on his shelves, surprised to find as many classics as books on programming theory. She turned to face him. "Is this what you want to do? Do you really want to run a company?"

He took his shoes from the desk and leaned forward. "God, no," he said. "Lloyd wants to do that, and that's great—if the board lets him. And I suspect Seyfert made allowances in his will for us to do whatever we want." He stood and moved to the bay window behind him, looking down at the landscaping below, an artificial splash of green in the middle of perpetual drought. "No, I'm retired, just a silent partner. What about you?"

She thought, only for a moment. "No. I'm going back to the farm."



They drove Julie back to the airport. The last few days had been fun, lounging around Seyfert's pool (none of them could imagine why he had one), having drinks in the evening either at the ranch or in town, throwing around ideas for the direction of their company, wondering how they should invest their money. But duty tugged at Julie's conscience. It was time to go. She agreed to come back every few months, since she was part owner of the company.

Lloyd and Susan, the receptionist who'd been in his company every moment of the past several days, drove in one of Seyfert's cars, Fix and Julie in the other.

Lloyd said goodbye and shook Julie's hand, then gave her a kiss on the cheek. Fix took her hand and walked her to her gate.

"Thanks," he said, looking at her face as if to take a photograph with his own. He kissed her, but this time it was just a moment between friends. Whatever was there in the goodbye at the farm had moved on with those events; they both knew that they were intended to other people, that their futures diverged from here. They looked at each other, holding each other's hands. Letting go would be a betrayal. But it was a necessary one, or else they would stand there forever. So Fix let go.

She smiled at him. "Goodbye," she said, still standing there.

"Goodbye," he said in return. She reached out to touch his arm, then pulled her hand back, putting it to her mouth to hold in all the words she didn't need to say. She collected herself and walked through the gate. She turned back and waved through the glass partition, smiling despite the tears that were flowing now, then walked confidently away without looking back.

Fix found Lloyd and Susan. They walked together to Lloyd's parking spot. "You going back to the ranch now?" Lloyd asked.

"Naw," said Fix, walking backwards away from them, "I'm going for a drive. See you later." He turned and ran to the long blue car he'd chosen from Seyfert's garage. He got in and started it up. Then he lowered all the windows and headed out for the desert to figure out what to do next.
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