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CHAPTER ONE
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Monday afternoon, the raspy wind snarled Katherine O’Brian’s long hair and reddened her face as she quickly walked into the building. She pulled her gloves off and blew on her hands for a few seconds before weaving her way through the thick crowd in the college’s hallway. It was the first night of class and she was nearly late. 

She looked around the classroom self-consciously; she seemed to be the oldest person in the room. Well, that’s what you get for putting off college. You get to take classes with kids barely out of high school.

All the desks had been placed in a circle and the professor was moving from one student to another, having them introduce themselves. Katherine’s eyes widened when the teacher got to the man directly across from her. 

The day before she’d stopped at a nearby Starbucks. After placing her order, she’d casually looked around. Her eyes had met those of a woman sitting across the room. When the woman smiled, Katherine had blushed. She was a he, dressed in drag.

Slap on some eye shadow and a pair of high heels and that’s the guy I saw yesterday, minus the dress.

Once everyone had introduced themselves, the professor began talking about the term project.

“You’ll be working in pairs, and this assignment is worth seventy percent of your grade, so obviously you’ll need to work together to do a good job.”

Katherine quickly looked at her syllabus. There it was: the class term project. Very writing intensive. Even PowerPoint slides were required. This was why she’d put off taking the class—writing wasn’t her strongest subject.

“You’ll find your partner listed there,” the professor continued, pointing toward the chalk board, to which a piece of paper was taped. 

After all the details of the project had been covered, class was dismissed. Katherine quickly looked at the paper on the board. Oh, this just gets better and better. She looked around for her new partner, but he was speaking to the teacher. 

I’ll talk to him about the project on Wednesday.

She hugged her book to her chest and walked toward the exit. When she dropped her purse and stopped suddenly to pick it up, she heard a deep voice.

“Hey.” 

Katherine looked up—and up—to the face that went with the deep voice. 

“Sorry,” she said, “I didn’t realize you were behind me.” 

He was smiling. Not that it matters, but of all the men in the class, why do I get the one that wears dresses? 

“I’m Scott Mitchell. We’re partners on the project.” 

She turned back and held out her hand. “I'm Katherine.” 

As he pulled on his coat, he said, “I was wondering if maybe you wanted to go get something to eat or drink, to talk about it.”

Katherine stalled by moving closer to the wall, as if to let other students hurry past. Her first instinct was to say no, but then she remembered her resolve to do well in the class. 

“Sure, where?”

They started walking outside together.

“There’s a Starbucks near here,” he said. “We could meet there.”

Coffee was always the magic word for Katherine, or chocolate.

“Sure, I’ll see you there.”

As she sat in her car waiting for it to heat up, she noticed her hands were shaking slightly. She looked at her reflection in the rear-view mirror. Jeez, it’s just a guy. Get a grip.

They arrived at the same time. The hard part came after they’d gotten their drinks and sat down. Katherine could hardly put two words together; it had been a long time since she’d had a decent conversation, especially with a man. After a few minutes, Scott broke the silence.

“So, how about that project?” he said, a little too loudly. Katherine flinched and turned pink. When she answered, the words flew out. “Going to be an avalanche of work: slides and an oral presentation, thousand words each. A monster.” 

“Yeah,” said Scott, “and not really what I expected from a history course. Doing a biography from birth to death is a big deal, especially with all the details the professor wants. Do you have any ideas who we should do it on?” 

“How about van Gogh?” suggested Katherine.

“He committed suicide, didn’t he?”

“So?”

Scott sighed. “Well, I don’t know. I’d just prefer to do the biography on someone I can respect. For me, it’s hard to respect anyone who kills themselves. Seems so cowardly.”

“That’s very presumptuous of you,” said Katherine. “To assume the man was a coward because he killed himself. And such a generalization. Sometimes people are just in pain, and that’s the only way they see to end that pain.”

Scott held his hands up defensively. “Sorry. Didn’t know you were such a fan of van Gogh.”

Katherine rolled her eyes. “That’s what you take away from what I said?” Jeez, this guy’s hot, but what an idiot.

Scott tipped his cup forward and backwards, side to side. Katherine held her cup to her lips, blowing on the coffee. Judging by the attention their cups received, Starbucks’ coffee had never tasted so good. Scott sat up, leaning forward, his arms folded in front of him. He seemed to take up the whole table. Katherine sat back in her chair.

“We should probably plan on getting together at least a few times during the week,” he said. 

The prospect of seeing him so often filled Katherine with both dread and excitement - dread, because she wasn’t sure she even liked him, and excitement because his baritone voice made her unwilling heart flutter, and his mahogany eyes made her blush. He’s right, though, she thought, if I’m serious about getting a good grade, this project will need a lot of attention.

“You’re probably right,” she answered, her eyes avoiding his. “When do you want to meet?”

“How about tomorrow at the library,” Scott replied. “The one on Virginia Street near the mall, does five thirty work for you?” 

“Sure.”

After exchanging numbers, Katherine stood. “I should go,” she said. “It’s getting late.”

They walked out together, Scott holding the door for her. 

***
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The young boy stood on the curb looking up at his mother. He knew that she was going away and that he’d be staying behind, but though he was nearly nine, he didn’t realize she wouldn’t be back. She squatted and looked into his eyes. 

“Mommy, why are you crying?”

She coughed, then pulled his coat collar a little higher and adjusted his scarf. 

“Mommy’s just sad to have to leave you, honey. Promise Mommy you’ll be a good boy.” 

“I will.”

His mother took a small box from her pocket. Christian smiled. She placed the box in his hand and closed his fingers over it.

“Put this somewhere safe, and when you miss Mommy look inside.”

Christian opened the box and his eyes grew wide.

“They’re shiny like your eyes are now.” She hugged him tightly, and covered his face with kisses. “Never ever forget how much I love you,” she said, then quickly turned and got back into the cab they’d arrived in. 

Christian started to follow her, but a woman dressed in a long dark dress with a white bonnet took his hand and led him inside. She told him he should call her Ms. Ann. She took him to a long room with ten beds on each side, each one numbered, and ushered him over to bed three. At the end of each bed sat a locker. All except one were shut; Christian could see his clothes inside. 

“This will be your home, at least for now. This is your bed. That is your locker. You’ll wake at six o’clock in the morning and are expected to make your bed before going down for breakfast. Do you understand?”

“Yes, ma’am. Ma’am? Are there others?”

“Yes, two. A brother and sister. They’re at school right now. You’ll meet them later. What is that, Christian?” Ms. Ann asked, tapping the little box in his clenched hand.

“My mommy gave it to me.”

“Put it in your locker and let’s go get you a cookie.”

Later that afternoon, as Christian sat at a long wooden table in the kitchen, a boy and a girl walked in. They dropped their book bags onto the floor next to the table and sat down. “Teddy, this is Christian. Christian, this is Teddy,” Ms. Ann said, pointing to the boy, who was a few years older than him. His hair was short, but his bangs were long. He kept blowing them out of his eyes. The boys mumbled hello.

“Christian, this is Sophie. Sophie, this is Christian,” Ms. Ann said. The girl had very short blond hair and was so thin that a decent breeze might have knocked her over. He’d thought she was a boy at first. 

She smiled and held out her hand. “How do you do?” she said assertively. 

“How do I do what?” asked Christian. 

She didn’t answer; instead, she just rolled her eyes. 

Ms. Ann made them all dinner, and after Sophie and Teddy were done with their homework, they all read in the common room. Later, the three went back to the room called the dormitory - Christian just thought of it as the room with the beds. Teddy sat on the bed next to his, and Sophie’s bed was across from them, but not for long. Once she turned 11, she’d share a room with Ms. Ann. 

Bedtime was eight thirty, and it was nearly time for lights out. Every now and then lightning would flash through the row of windows high above, and they could hear the rain pounding on the roof. Sophie and Teddy had been at the orphanage for over a year, and they had each other, but this was Christian’s first night, and when the lights went out, he’d never felt more alone in his life. As the rain continued its assault on the roof and the thunder rumbled, he held his box and quietly cried for his mother.

It took three months before Christian stopped watching the door, expecting to see his mother’s face, six months before he stopped crying himself to sleep, and three more before he stopped sleeping with the box she’d given him.

***
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Katherine turned on her side and looked at the clock on her nightstand. It was late but she’d been unable to sleep. Going back to school had stressed her out more than she’d thought it would, or was it her handsome new partner? She went to the living room and sat on the couch, turning the television on.

Ah jeez, she thought. Men with limp wieners and the home shopping channel, these are my only choices? Where are the reruns of “I Love Lucy” and “MASH” when you need em?

Her belly growled. She stood and walked to the kitchen, yanking the refrigerator door open. Empty, just as she’d known it would be. Next, she looked into the cupboard, which held nothing but ramen noodles. If I have to eat one more noodle...

Looking out her second-floor window, she strained to see the blinking “open” sign of a diner just three or four blocks away. She glanced at the clock above the stove. It was nearly midnight, but this was Reno – and like Vegas, it was a city that never slept. Five minutes later, she was dressed and standing on the stairs outside her building, having second thoughts. A breezy day had turned into a very windy, cold evening, and the nobody-else-in-the-world quiet was unnerving; the only sounds were the wind and the loud sway of tree branches, like ocean waves. Her neighborhood was an old one, without nearly enough streetlights, but the moon above was full and bright.

She’d left her car keys upstairs; it would have been quicker and more comfortable to drive, but she didn’t want to waste the gas. Her hesitation didn’t last long. Like a puppy that can smell a treat from across the house, she almost believed she could smell a double cheeseburger from four blocks away. 

She’d only walked a couple of blocks when the large, ominous clouds above began to swirl and play hide and seek with the full moon; soon they hid it completely. Katherine made a tsk sound and then mumbled, “Damn.” 

Luckily, up ahead on the other side of the street, a dim light shone from an outside lamp attached to someone’s garage. She focused on that. A man was standing near the trunk of the car in the driveway. Katherine couldn’t help smiling, he looked so comical as he struggled to contain an overflowing bag of Styrofoam tubes, like something out of a movie. She was nearly parallel to the garage and the man when the moon reappeared. 

When the sky went from black to bright, her smiled disappeared. She looked back and forth between the man’s face and the arms and legs she’d mistaken for Styrofoam tubes. He was holding a woman, and Katherine wanted to laugh hysterically, she’d been so stupid. It was a mannequin! Of course. Her eyes traveled from the legs sticking out from the blanket up to the arms, so fake looking now that she knew her mistake. She looked for the faceless head, but it was hidden. Carefully, the man set the mannequin down on the cement. The blanket fell open and finally Katherine could see everything. Including the head, drained of color and covered in blood. A voice in her head shouted run! 

Running as fast as she could, the trees and homes she’d passed earlier were a blur. Her eyes turned to slits as freezing wind hit her face, feeling like tiny sharp needles, and it didn’t take long before her throat started to hurt from breathing in the cold air. She sensed rather than saw that he was behind her, but she’d been on the track team in high school and was confident she could outrun him. Hopping over a small ditch filled with water, she hid in the space between two apartment complexes and tried to make as little noise as possible. 

Soon, she heard a soft splash and a loud cussword. She didn’t need to look to know it was the man from the garage and that he’d fallen. 

The night became noisy with silence; every tree branch sway, every car speeding in the distance, even her own breathing sounded deafening. She imagined her father standing next to her. His hand on her shoulder, his low voice whispering, “Relax, he doesn’t know where you are.” But her father wasn’t there, and relaxing was not an option. 

For Katherine, time seemed to slow down. Had it been a few minutes or a few seconds? It was difficult to remain calm when all she wanted to do was run from her hiding place screaming hysterically. But she instinctively knew that given the opportunity, this time he would catch her. And she would die. If I’d only eaten the damn Ramen. She was barely breathing, and her heart was thumping so hard it hurt. If he doesn’t leave soon, I’m gonna pass out.

He was so close; she heard him breathing heavily and could even see the white cloud of his exhaled air. His shadow moved closer to the opening between the buildings. Any moment, she feared, his face would confront hers, and then what? She was ready to fight for her life. If I’m going down, I’m taking some of him with me.

But suddenly she heard him sigh loudly, then the sound of his shoes hitting the pavement in the quiet night, slowly fading until there was silence. She stayed put for a couple of minutes before peeking around the building’s corner to ensure he was gone; that was when she saw something on the ground, gleaming in the moonlight. She picked it up. It was a coin, and unlike any other she’d seen. She tucked it into her pocket and quickly ran for home.

***
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Katherine sat on her couch, a blanket around her shoulders and head, the image of a bloodied face forcing itself upon her mind’s eye. She’d called the police, but was still startled by the knock on the door. She hesitated - was it the man from the garage? She almost started laughing. Don’t be stupid, she told herself. He wouldn’t knock. She opened the door a crack. In the hall stood two police officers, one who looked too young to drive, much less be a cop. The other was older, maybe middle aged. 

“You called about a dead body?” the older man said matter-of-factly, as if this were a common occurrence. 

“Yes, down the street. I’ll take you there.”

Katherine grabbed her coat and followed the officers downstairs. She felt embarrassed riding in the back of a police car, as if someone would see her and assume she was a criminal. She was thankful the ride was short. 

“That’s the house,” she said, pointing. 

The driveway was empty. Katherine slowly got out of the car. 

“Maybe he took the body,” Katherine said.

“Sir.” The younger officer called out. He’d just noticed the puddle of blood on the driveway, where the dead woman’s head had rested. 

Katherine stood by the cruiser, its blue and red lights swirling around and around and lighting up the night. She felt exposed and on display. Was the killer watching from afar? The lighting hadn’t been great and she didn’t think he could have gotten a good look at her. If he was nearby, he would have plenty of time to memorize her face now. Didn’t the cops know this? Didn’t they care? Soon, a coroner’s truck arrived, and a woman’s body was brought out of the house.

More police arrived, but Katherine was ignored. Just as she was about to ask if she could leave, she saw a man approaching. Unlike the others she’d spoken to, he wasn’t wearing a uniform. Instead, he wore a rumpled blue suit that had seen better days. 

“Ms. O’Brian, I’m Detective Nolan.” He showed her a badge. “I know you’ve been through a lot tonight, but I need you to come with me to the station.”

“Can’t this wait until tomorrow?” Katherine answered. “I’m so tired.” 

The detective looked at Katherine with sympathy. It was important they get a thorough statement from her before she either forgot important details, or if she was lying about something, thought of a way to cover up that lie.

“I’m afraid not.”

***

[image: ]


Katherine followed Detective Nolan into the Reno police department building. Everything had a surreal feeling, from the bright overhead lights to the obvious prostitutes looking defensive and angry as they leaned against the wall in the corridor. 

She walked as close to the detective as possible. The handcuffed prisoners, distant arguing, and masked men, who she would later learn were undercover police officers, frightened and intimidated her. She remembered a movie she’d seen years earlier; two teenagers were somehow transported through their television to a sitcom from the fifties. 

She wondered if she was dreaming and had somehow inserted herself into a crime show. Just like on television, she was led into a small room with only a foldout table and two metal chairs. Detective Nolan was younger than she’d originally thought, 38 at most. His salt and pepper hair had been misleading. 

“Please sit,” he said softly. “Can you tell me what happened?”

Katherine was exhausted and emotionally drained. She just wanted to go home and go to bed. In spite of this, she felt herself responding to his soothing voice. She wondered if he worked with children much. Under any other circumstances she might have been offended by his tone, but not tonight. No, the way he spoke was a welcome relief from the booming voices she’d been listening to for the last hour.

Just as she was about to speak, the door opened and a tall, skinny man motioned for Detective Nolan to come into the hallway. A few minutes passed before both men returned. 

“Ms. O’Brian, this is Detective Spencer. He will be doing your interview.” Detective Spencer sat across from her. Katherine wasn’t sure which she felt more: amusement or disdain. To describe Spencer as skinny would be an understatement. To describe his clothing style as retro would be an insult to the ‘70s. 

With Spencer’s arrival, Katherine noticed a change in the room’s atmosphere. It seemed different, more energized, as if the air had just been given a shot of espresso. He took a wad of gum from his mouth and wrapped it in a piece of paper, then took out a notepad and pen. 

“Now, tell me what happened.” 

“...He almost caught me. He was just a few feet from where I was hiding. He’d fallen. It felt like he stood there forever. When he was gone, I stayed hidden for a while and then ran home and called the police. That’s it.” 

“Why were you in that area?”

“I told you, I was on my way to a diner,” Katherine answered.

Detective Spencer sat back in his chair and looked at Katherine skeptically. 

“Ms. O’Brian, it’s late, and believe it or not, this case is one of at least twenty on my plate. Just be straight with me. I know you don’t really expect me to believe that you decided to go out into nearly freezing temperatures and walk four blocks at midnight for food.”

Katherine’s face turned a soft shade of pink, a combination of embarrassment over the boneheaded thing she’d done and anger at nearly being called a liar.

“Yes, I do expect you to believe it because it’s the truth. I know it probably wasn’t the brightest thing for me to do, but I can actually see the diner’s sign from my apartment. I didn’t think it would be a big deal.”

The detective sighed and sat forward. “How close to the man were you? What did he look like?”

Katherine was getting exasperated. “I was across the street. I didn’t get a good look at him. I was paying more attention to what he was holding.”

He looked down at his notepad. “I understand you live very near the crime scene?”

“Yes, maybe two blocks away.”

The door opened and this time Detective Nolan motioned for Spencer to come into the hall. 

Detective Nolan brought Katherine a cup of water. They left her alone for five minutes, and then Spencer returned. 

“Okay, let’s go through this again. Tell what happened.”

“Oh my God,” Katherine said, “you’re kidding me, right?”

He wasn’t. Katherine told her story three times, twice to Spencer and once to Nolan. Finally, at around 3:00 a.m., she was escorted home. Before she left, Detective Spencer gave her his card and told her to call him at any time if she recalled anything, no matter how minor. 

Tuesday afternoon, Katherine rushed home to freshen up. That morning, she’d forced herself out of bed. She hadn’t been working at her job as an administrative assistant for long, so she didn’t feel comfortable calling in sick, even though she’d barely gotten three hours sleep. But, tired as she was, she was looking forward to seeing Scott at the library. She didn’t mind getting a warm fuzzy from her handsome partner, but that was as far as it would go. Between her new job, coursework, and other things, there was no room on her to-do list for men, especially men that dressed as women. She didn’t need that kind of confusion in her life. 

***
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Katherine arrived at the library a few minutes before five thirty. She browsed the shelves of books until she saw Scott walking through the front doors. He looked around for her, stopped by the front desk, and finally sat down.

“Been waiting long?” she asked, taking a seat next to him.

Scott stood. He towered over her.

“I reserved us a private room,” he said, nodding toward a room obviously used by students and their tutors. 

Well, okay then, thought Katherine as she followed him inside. Not a chatty guy, is he?

There was a large table and four chairs. She set her purse down and chose a seat. Scott sat on the opposite side of the table. He pulled out a notebook - straight to business.

Katherine took off her ball cap. Scott admired her hair. It was dark blonde, full and bouncy, and just past her shoulders.

“I think we should talk about each other’s strengths, find out who should do what,” he said. “Do you have any experience doing slide presentations?”

Isn’t that just like a man, right away wanting to assert his authority. Well, he’s not going to push me around, no matter how sexy his voice is. 

“I don’t like creating slides,” she said in a voice meant to sound confident. “I’ll do the oral part of the presentation.”

Scott took out the project instructions, and Katherine did the same. He started to read them aloud. She pretended to read along, but it was hard to focus. The scent of his cologne and his deep voice worked together to hinder her ability to concentrate. Annoyed with herself, she sat up straighter, yanked her copy of the instructions closer and said, “You don’t need to read out loud. I have my own copy.” 

A slight crease appeared on Scott’s forehead, the only indication that he was annoyed by Katherine’s abruptness. 

“Listen,” Katherine said as she stood, “it’s only the first week of class. Let’s pace ourselves. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

She started out the door. Scott followed, a perplexed look on his face. They’d only just gotten to the library—what was her hurry? He decided she was beautiful, but a little obnoxious.

“Bye,” Katherine said, not waiting for an answer.

***
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Wednesday morning, Katherine rushed through the front doors of Avalon Apparel, her employer. She almost fell, and made it to the elevator just in time to risk losing a hand when she reached through the doors as they closed. 

The first thing Katherine did was log in to her computer and see if there were any news stories regarding the murder near her apartment. There hadn’t been yesterday, but today, it didn’t take her long to find what she was looking for. The woman’s name had been Jeanette Churchill, and she’d been sixty-one. The police had no suspects, seemed to think it was a robbery gone bad, and thankfully did not mention that there had been a witness. 

She started working, but her thoughts drifted to Scott and her own behavior the night before at the library. She worried she might have come across more harshly than she’d meant to. She’d been cranky from lack of sleep and hadn’t meant to be snotty—she just didn’t want him thinking he’d be calling all the shots while they worked together. Her soon-to-be ex-husband was on the bossy side too, and she knew her behavior was as much about him as it was about Scott. She rummaged through her purse until she found the slip of paper with Scott’s cell phone number on it. 

“Would you like to meet for lunch?” she asked. She’d only called to apologize and was almost as surprised as Scott when the invitation fell from her lips. 

“Maybe. Let me call you later.” 

She gave him her work number and hung up.

***
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Scott hung up, then shielded his eyes while looking up at the Bennet Building, a multi-purpose high-rise—the largest in Reno—and the home of his new employer. It was at least twenty stories tall and seemed to be made completely of glass.

He’d be working with life insurance policies, not his first career choice, but that’s what he got for not finishing his degree. He’d grown up about 25 miles south of Reno, in Carson City, and probably would have lived there forever if not for what had happened. He still felt like a coward for leaving like he had. Carson was a relatively small city and he knew a lot of the people. Reno wasn’t much bigger, but at least he wouldn’t run into his ex-fiancé or their former mutual friends and feel their disapproval, real or imagined. 

He stalled for as long as he could. Finally, with a glance back at his jeep, he went inside. The elevator rocketed him upstairs. After he got out, he looked into the first door he saw. Before he could say anything, a round, white-haired man of about 60 came toward him with one chubby, bejeweled hand held out. 

“You must be Scott. Come on in,” he said in a breathless voice. The man introduced himself as Will, Scott’s new supervisor. Scott looked around the office. He estimated that with three or four long strides he’d be able to bridge the distance between the door and the farthest wall. Will didn’t waste any time before showing and telling Scott exactly what was expected of him. 

“As you know, a major branch office in Las Vegas is being closed and all the files are being sent here. I can't do my current workload and sort hundreds of files from another branch, which is where you come in.” He pointed toward a stack of boxes nearby. “The policies starting with the letter ‘A’ have already arrived.” 

Scott heaved one heavy box onto his desk, sending shivers across the worn-out wood. He half expected the weight of the box to bring an untimely death to the desk. He spent the rest of the morning alternating between staring out his window and reviewing a huge pile of insurance claims. He needed to ensure that every file on the master inventory matched what they’d received. After a few files, he decided this was work he could do in his sleep. He called Katherine and they agreed to meet at the café of a local Barnes & Noble at eleven o’clock. Lunch was a welcome relief.
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CHAPTER TWO
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As Katherine pulled on the doors of the bookstore, she saw Scott walking toward her with two coffees. 

“I saw you drive up. Cafe mocha, nonfat, no whip, right?”

She took the coffee gratefully, then followed Scott to the table. “Thank you. How much?” 

As they sat down, Scott said, “Forget it. Listen, I might have to miss tonight’s class and probably Friday’s.” 

“The first week and you’re already skipping school?” she said, hoping the annoyance wasn’t obvious in her voice, and that he didn’t make skipping class a habit.

“Just bad timing. Maybe we could get together this weekend? What do you think?”

What did she think? She wasn’t sure. On one hand she didn’t want to make a big deal out of nothing; they were partners and for a good grade, she was willing to get together outside of class. On the other hand, it had been over six months since she’d spent any significant amount of time with anyone, never mind a hot guy. She asked herself just what she thought was going to happen. Nothing. 

“I guess. I can let you know if you missed anything important.”

“Hey,” Scott said, “did you hear about that lady who got murdered near here? I rode my bike past the house. The crime scene tape is still up. Little too close to home for comfort.”

Katherine didn’t respond - that woman’s murder was the last thing she wanted to talk about.

Scott excused himself and went toward the counter. Katherine was happy for the opportunity to openly look at him. He was tall, maybe 6’4’’, almost a foot taller than her, and muscular but without looking like he spent half his life at the gym. And she knew he was just her type, with his dark hair and dark eyes. Which was why after only a few minutes she said, “Listen, I have to go. I just remembered some things I need to do. I’d like to get them done before going back to work.”

Scott was flabbergasted. He found Katherine’s inability to sit still for any decent length of time annoying and he was tempted to tell her so. Instead, he stood and said, “Okay, well, I guess I’ll see you Saturday then. Here, around eleven?”

Katherine had already turned and started walking away. She waved a dismissive hand, saying, “Sure, sure. Eleven o’clock. Bye.”

Scott sat down. Taking a bite of his sandwich, he watched through the large windows as Katherine went to her car. 

***
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Back at his office, Scott sat at his desk, thumbing through policy after policy. He smiled when Will walked in - how could he not? The man was Santa Claus in a Hawaiian shirt. Though it was only his first day, he already felt comfortable at his new job. He hated to be micro-managed, and so far Will seemed the type to leave him alone, though it was a little too soon to tell for sure. 

“Why don’t you take a break?” Will asked. “Let’s get to know each other a little bit.”

Scott closed the cardboard box he’d been working with and pushed it aside. “What would you like to know?” he asked.

Will leaned back in his chair. “Oh, you know, the usual. Are you married, do you have kids? That sort of thing.”

“Nope, not married. Almost married, but escaped just in time. You?”

Will laughed. “No. One day, maybe. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but I did hear you talking earlier, to someone I assumed was a woman. Girlfriend?” 

“No. I’m taking a class, and she’s my study partner.”

“Oh. Well, about those policies - when I’m caught up on my work, I’ll help you out with a few boxes. I know sifting through all those can’t be the most exciting thing to do.”

Scott laughed. “No, but I didn’t get into insurance for all the excitement.” 

“You said you were almost married...what’s that mean?”

Ok, so he isn’t a micro-manager, but he sure is nosy. “Dated a woman for a while, and marriage seemed like the next logical step, but it didn’t work out that way.”

***
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Scott had family and friends in Carson, and even though it was only about a 40-minute drive, he hardly saw them since his move to Reno. But Friday, he drove straight to Carson City from work. It was his best friend Jason’s birthday. When Scott arrived at the chicken wing place where he and Jason had agreed to meet, a pitcher of beer and two buckets of wings were already on the table. Scott slid into the booth and grabbed a chilled mug. Jason pushed a basket toward him. “Deathly hot for me, and you’re-a-wimp-and-shouldn't-be-allowed-to-eat-wings for you.”

“I'm no wimp,” Scott said. “I like to actually taste the wings I’m eating. I don’t have to prove what a man I am by eating pure fire.”

Jason shrugged his shoulders and attacked his wings. 

Scott had met Jason McGuire during their freshman year of high school. Jason had told some older boys who were messing with Scott to knock it off and had gotten a fat lip for his effort. Three months later, after a huge growth spurt, Scott was able to return the favor when those same boys made Jason their target. 

From then on, they’d been friends, doing everything together; both loved to bike, both played football, and they even took nearly all the same college courses. Jason finished his degree in Criminal Justice and went on to work for the Carson City police department. But Scott, just a few classes away from graduation, left school.

They ate in silence for a while. Every now and then a scantily-clad waitress brought them more beer, flirting shamelessly with both men. Jason ate the attention up, but Scott, as usual, hardly noticed it. Finally, they sat back and groaned; both were stuffed and contented. Jason looked out the window next to their booth. “Hey, when are you going to get rid of the jeep? You’ve had it forever.”

“No can do, buddy. Chicks dig the jeep,” Scott said with a wink.

Jason rolled his eyes. Scott was hardly a skirt-chaser. 

Scott didn’t want any drama, but he should have known that coming to Carson City all but guaranteed he’d run into his ex-fiancé, Kimy. He and Jason hadn’t been there long before she and two of her girlfriends walked in. She looked great. It’d been five months since he’d seen her, five months since he’d broken off their engagement. She pretended not to see him, but Scott knew she had. He wasn’t sure what to do. They’d been together three years; he couldn’t just ignore her. He walked over.

“Hi Kimy.” 

She turned and feigned surprise, then leaned in and kissed his cheek. “Hi. It’s been a while,” she said, too cheerfully.

Her two friends might as well have been invisible. Scott kissed her back, and resisted the urge to pull her close. They’d always had good chemistry, but they’d broken up for good reasons. He backed up. 

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

“Today’s Jason’s birthday.”

Kimy looked over Scott’s shoulder at Jason, who raised his beer in greeting. “Oh. Well, I’m just having a night out with the girls. Probably won’t stay long, not enough good-looking guys here, present company excluded of course. I’ll let you get back to Jason - tell him I said happy birthday.”

She leaned in for a hug and her purse slipped to the floor. Scott couldn’t help but notice when she bent to pick it up that she was wearing a thong. He felt a stab of jealousy. He’d known Kimy a long time. He was sure she’d wanted him to see the thong, that she’d wanted him to at least think she was going out to get laid. Scott walked back over to Jason. “How you doing?” Jason asked.

“I’m fine.” Scott signaled for the bartender. “Another round, and keep ‘em coming.”

***
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Christian pretended to be surprised when the nuns brought the cake in. Sister Ann smiled with affection when he bent to kiss her. This was an important birthday. He was 18 today. His years with the nuns had been good, but soon he’d be leaving. Through the years, other kids had come and stayed, some for years, most for months, but the only constants were Sister Ann, Teddy, and Sophia. 

Sophia and Teddy had stayed longer than was technically allowed, but now they were gone. Sophia was a secretary and Teddy worked in a shoe factory. They shared an apartment, and soon Christian would share it, too.
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