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  Chapter 1


  Date


  
    
  


  


  THE knock at the door was the last thing Victoria wanted to hear. She knew it was coming. Knew it had been coming for hours. For days. Ever since she’d finally caved and told Beta she’d go out with him. Again.


  


  Sighing, she set her straightener down on the bathroom counter and headed for the door. There wasn’t much space to cover in the one bedroom apartment, but halfway there the doorbell rang. Someone was eager. Victoria rolled her eyes and shot the bolt open.


  “Hey, Vicks,” Beta said, peering around her into the apartment. “Are you ready?”


  He smelled like he’d showered in cologne, and he had the red rash of a shave with a cheap razor all over his neck.


  “Can you give me five?” She backed up, letting him inside.


  “Sure.”


  Victoria retreated back to the tiny bathroom as Beta sat on the couch. Chuckles, formerly the kitten from hell, and now the fairly-relaxed-in-middle-age tomcat wound his way into the living room and hopped up on the couch beside Beta. The cat hated practically everyone, so it was a surprise to see him sniff the intruder rather than hiss.


  “I didn’t know you had a cat,” Beta said.


  Victoria pulled the straightener through her hair. “Things change.”


  Chuckles purred as Beta raked his fingers down the cat’s back.


  Hair adjusted, Victoria grabbed her purse from the bar that separated the kitchenette from the living room. A quick peek inside confirmed that her wallet and phone were still where she’d left them.


  “I’m ready,” she announced. Beta was already on his feet, Chuckles weaving between his ankles. “Where are we going?”


  “I was thinking Appleburys.”


  It took an effort not to laugh. He bugged her about a date for months and then he took her to Appleburys? She looked him over more carefully as they left the apartment. His shirt still had crisp folds in all the wrong places, as if he’d just taken it out of the package. His khakis had that new Dockers shine.


  “Beta, I think you missed a sticker.”


  “Huh?”


  “On your leg.” The sticker marking the size of his pants ran all the way down the back of his thigh.


  “Uh...” He peeled the sticker off and jammed it into a pocket. “New pants.”


  “Yeah?”


  “I wanted to look nice, you know. Work is pretty casual.”


  The lights on his Civic flashed. It was the same car he’d been driving when they were in high school, but with a few more dings. He opened her door for her.


  “Thank you,” Victoria said. She settled into the seat and took stock of the car, seeing if anything had changed. It was as old as his clothes were new. The fronts of the seats were pale gray, long since worn down from their original black. The backseat had different, newer upholstery. He had taken care of it, but it was still nearly worn out.


  When he started it up, Lana del Rey was playing on the stereo. Beta fumbled with the controls, trying to turn it off. Victoria tried not to laugh. It wasn’t that he was listening to Lana, it was that he was embarrassed by it and making a hash out of trying to hide it.


  They pulled out of the apartment complex and headed down Dodge Street toward downtown. Beta kept shooting her glances, but it took him a couple minutes to find the courage to speak again. “You, uh, you still playing with The Real Girls?”


  “Not exactly.” She didn’t even cringe when she said it.


  “What’s that mean? You go solo?”


  “The band decided to go a different direction. They wanted someone else to be the singer.” Victoria flipped down the visor and looked at herself in the mirror. “Put a couple margaritas in me and I’ll tell you all about it, but the wound is still a little raw right now.”


  “Alright.”


  She wasn’t sure if he meant about the wound or the margaritas. The drinks sounded better than reliving that little piece of misery. People always said that misery loved company. Not true. Misery loved Jack Daniels in a water glass and Etta on the stereo. Company could go play in traffic.


  “So anyway,” Victoria said. “How’s the job? Still digging code or whatever you called it?”


  “Slinging code? Or digging in the code mines?”


  “Whichever.”


  “I haven’t done much since I graduated. I thought this job was going to be more programming, but I spend most of my time helping middle-aged women fix their spreadsheets.”


  “Computers are hard for most people, Beta. You should be happy you have a gift.”


  “I guess. It’s not very fulfilling, though.”


  Neither was singing for podunk garage bands that couldn’t tell the difference between talent and auto-tune. Or working at the same waitressing job she’d had since before college.


  They pulled into the Appleburys parking lot. It was three-quarters full. Mini-vans and SUVs. Mom boxes. A couple jacked up 4x4s. Typical Nebraska fare.


  The restaurant was full of cheap posters in tacky frames, manufactured antiques and  overalls.


  “Just two?” the hostess asked.


  Victoria couldn’t blame her for the pasted-on smile or the dull eyes. Restaurants seemed to suck the life out of everyone eventually. The hostess led them to a booth near the back of the dining room and left them with a pair of menus.


  Victoria looked at the drink menu and waited for Beta to break the silence.


  He didn’t.


  “So you still play many computer games?” she asked, at last. If she had to sit there and be stared at all night, she was going to stick a fork in his eye just to get a reaction.


  “Yeah, still playing EVE.”


  “The spaceship game?”


  He scratched at the razor burn on his neck. “Yep.”


  He seemed proud of himself, as if playing one stupid game for six years were an accomplishment, and not the most pathetic thing she’d heard all week. She felt sorry for him, more than anything. He was Beta. Playing games was what he did, going back to the first time she’d found him sitting in the corner with a Gameboy in second grade.


  She smiled, and his face lit up when he saw it. “How’s that going?” She asked. “You guys take over the galaxy yet?”


  “Well, you can’t exactly take over the galaxy. In the middle of the universe there are high security areas and...”


  He got so animated when he was talking about his games, but it was hard to follow him. The words flowed in one ear and out the other. Something about mittens and delving and then the waitress took their drink orders and then came back with a tray balanced on her palm and he was still going.


  The waitress put a pint of beer in front of Beta and a fishbowl of icy green goodness in front of Victoria. “You folks ready to order?” She had a drawl from somewhere further south. Oklahoma or Texas, maybe.


  Beta ordered some potato skin appetizer and a steak. Victoria just asked for a hamburger, no tomato. The waitress scratched it down on her pad, gave them a nod, and wandered off.


  The margarita went down smooth and cold, and the second was half finished by the time the appetizer came out. Beta didn’t seem to mind. He was still talking about robots and spaceships and lag. Whatever those things were. It wasn’t that she didn’t care. Well, she didn’t. She vaguely wanted to care, in the same way that she cared when her grandma talked about her soaps, but it was like having someone talk in another language.


  “And that’s how I ended up in a pod with plus fives still in my head,” he finished.


  “Sounds exciting.” She stirred the margarita with her straw.


  “So how about you? Tell me about the band.”


  She really didn’t want to talk about it, but he’d help up his end of the deal with the drinks.


  “Ah... well, they decided they wanted a different sound. Something more punk. I wanted to go more jazzy, so we parted ways.” There was more to it. There was always more to it. Bickering and screaming and broken instruments. Broken hearts. But Beta didn’t need to hear about it. “And now I’m just looking for the next big thing.”


  “You, like, got any shows yet or anything?” He took a bite of his potato skin and seemed oblivious to the grease running down his chin.


  “I’m playing at Mario’s this Saturday, actually.”


  Beta’s face perked up. “Really? I’ll come.”


  Victoria took a gulp of margarita, the glass covering her face and her look of panic. “Yeah, that would be great. I’ll text you when I know the time.”


  Beta grinned. “Awesome. You going to play guitar or anything?”


  “We usually have a couple musicians, so the plan is for me to work a few hours and then sing for a couple more. It’s going to be a long night.”


  “I bet.”


  Their food arrived, and Beta carved into his. Victoria checked her burger for tomato, and once she was satisfied the waitress had gotten the order correct, took a bite.


  It was overcooked on the outside and half raw in the middle


  She set it back on the plate, appetite lost. Beta ate on, oblivious.


  “So are you looking for a better job?” Victoria asked Beta.


  “I don’t know,” he said around a mouthful of steak, then paused and actually chewed his food. “Sorry. I don’t know. The market isn’t great. I’m hoping to get more programming experience to put on my resume.”


  Victoria picked at a fry. “At least you have options. The jazz scene in Omaha is terrible. It’s all rock and country.”


  “So why not sing rock? You’ve got a killer body.” Heat rose in his cheeks, giving him some color. “I mean voice.”


  Oh Beta, always so blunt. Victoria shook her head. “It’s just not my dream, you know?’


  By the time the waitress finally made another appearance, Beta was finished with his steak and all the fries on Victoria’s plate had vanished. She wasn’t sure exactly where they’d gone, but her fingers were suspiciously salty. The waitress dropped off the check without asking how the food was or if they wanted dessert.


  “I’ll cover my half,” Victoria offered.


  “No, you won’t.”


  “Come on. It’s the twenty-first century.”


  “Vicks, I may not be much of a gentleman, but I’ve been bugging you for a date forever. I’ll take care of this.”


  She thought about that for a second. He really had been. She’d agreed to go to a dance with him in high school, and then had done dinner and a movie once or twice in college, but that had been when they were freshmen. “Alright, Beta, you win.”


  “So do you want to go do anything else?” Beta asked after he’d stuffed some cash in with the ticket. “We could catch a movie, go play putt-putt or get some ice cream. Or all of the above.”


  What she wanted was to go home, put on some pajama pants and spend a couple hours on the couch with a good book, but at the same time, she wanted to let him down easy. “How about the ice cream?”


  That would be quick enough, but let her escape without two more hours of awkward conversation.


  “Awesome.”


  ***


  The ice cream was delicious, even if the conversation remained slightly painful. It wasn’t until they reached her apartment complex and Beta turned off the ignition that it got weird.


  Victoria unbuckled her seatbelt. “It’s been fun, Beta. Thank you.”


  He reached for his keys and paused, as if he was expecting her to invite him for a nightcap. Victoria pushed open the door, then leaned back inside. “Really, thank you.”


  “No... no problem. Glad you liked it.” He seemed to deflate as he realized that they were through. “I’ll call you, okay?” he said as she closed the door.


  “Okay.”


  Victoria made her way back up the stairs to her door. Beta was still Beta. Boorish and considerate and clueless and trying. It was going to break his heart when she turned him down the next time.


  Chapter 2


  Singing


  


  THE three guys at table twenty were definitely not locals. They had east coast accents and the nicest suits in the restaurant. And Mario’s wasn’t a cheap place, not in a city known for its steakhouses. Victoria watched them from the servers’ alcove, taking a break from her normal circuit of patting shoulders and refilling drinks.


  


  The one on the left, the youngest one at maybe thirty, had kept an exquisite grey eye on Victoria all night. And she wasn’t so sure she minded. She was always willing to flirt a little with the customers, but he was more handsome and more refined than the normal customer. Heavy stubble covered his jaw and square chin; he looked like he could have stepped straight out of the pages of GQ.


  That Mr. Grey Eyes was watching her wasn’t entirely surprising. That he always touched her hand when she brushed his shoulder wasn’t entirely surprising. It was the way he smiled. He had a smile fit for Mt. Rushmore.


  “Hey Vicks, where’s the band?” Charlotte asked. Charlotte Sommerby was the hostess for the night, but Victoria had known her since they went to Head Start together. The fact that Victoria was able to work with her best friend was about the only good part of her job.


  “How should I know?” Victoria asked.


  “Granderson is getting antsy. Customers have been asking where the entertainment is.”


  “Well, what do you want me to do?”


  “It’s not what I want. It’s what Granderson wants.” Charlotte lowered her voice. “I think he’s going to ask you to go sing earlier.”


  Victoria raised an eyebrow. Granderson had her scheduled to sing for the last hour before close. But it was only eight.


  “Just letting you know, babe. If you see him stalking you, that’s probably what he wants.”


  “Thanks.” If Granderson wanted her to sing, then she needed to close out as many tables as she could before she had to hand them off to someone else. Tips went to whoever had the table when the check was paid.


  The older guy at table twenty caught her eye, so she went there, first. That Mr. Grey Eyes was there didn’t hurt. “Miss?” He tapped the leather folio with the table’s check inside. A black credit card poked out of one end.


  “I’ll be right back with this,” Victoria said. “Is there anything else I can get you?”


  The older man shook his head and turned back to his conversation. Grey Eyes watched her, the barest of hint of a smile turning his lips up at the corners.


  Victoria returned a minute later with the check and reached into her apron for a pen. It wasn’t there. A bolt of panic made her hands tremble. “One second and I’ll get a pen.”


  Grey Eyes smirked, but he did it in a way that sent a shiver through her. “It’s alright. I have one.” He withdrew a fat fountain pen from the inside pocket of his suit and passed it across the table.


  His boss, she assumed the older one had to be the boss if he was paying, scrawled a signature on the receipt, closed the folio and held it up for her.


  Victoria was halfway to the server station when she realized where her pen was: tucked behind her ear.


  ***


  “Victoria, I need a favor.” Granderson leaned against the server station, his too-shiny suit gleaming in the fluorescent lights.


  “You want me to go on early?”


  He didn’t seem surprised that she already knew. “I just heard from the string quartet. Their van broke down and even if they could get here, they wouldn’t have their instruments.”


  Victoria closed her eyes and thought about it. What was the worst that could happen? Her voice got tired and she had to end the night a little early? The late crowd probably wouldn’t mind.


  “Alright.”


  Granderson beamed his hustler’s smile. “Wonderful. I’ll go announce that you’ll be out in ten minutes.”


  Victoria gulped. “Make it twenty. I need to warm up first.”


  “Fifteen and not a second over. People expect entertainment.”


  She nodded and rushed into the kitchen. The restaurant had a small changing room in the back, and her things were waiting for her in there. Fifteen minutes wasn’t enough to time go change clothes, fix her hair, do her makeup and warm-up her voice. Clothes were a must. Hair was a must. Warming-up her voice was absolutely mandatory. That left only one thing that could give. Makeup.


  Maybe Granderson would let her sing in the dark.


  ***


  Mr. Grey Eyes was sitting in the middle chair of the half-dozen or so arranged before the little stage where the band was supposed to be. His jacket was open, and he had an arm slung over the back of the chair beside him. He looked like he owned the place. Victoria nodded to him as she adjusted her microphone. She tried to look calm and composed, but the sight of him sent her heart racing. Usually the audience wasn’t so damn handsome.


  “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. I’m Victoria Strauss.” She slid one leg forward, exposing a little skin. A black cocktail dress wasn’t the most original outfit in the world, but it fit her perfectly and gave her the confidence she needed to stand on the stage alone. “I hope you like jazz.”


  Diana Krall was a familiar starting point for most folks, and the patrons at Mario’s weren’t the most discerning. Sucking them in with something familiar helped to butter them up before she branched into things that were more interesting.


  “Popsicle Toes” led into “East of the Sun (West of the Moon).” The music slid through the air, languorous and easy.


  After “East of the Sun,” Victoria paused for a sip of water. Mr. Grey Eyes clapped politely, along with a few other patrons scattered around the restaurant. Most of the building kept eating or talking or playing footsie under the table.


  She tried to start “I Don’t Stand a Ghost of Chance with You,” but no sound came from the speaker, and her voice fell dully amid the clink of silverware in the dining room. She tapped the mic, but nothing echoed from the speaker.


  Granderson wandered over to see what why she’d stopped.


  Victoria gestured at the speaker. “It just stopped working.”


  Granderson frowned. He didn’t know anything about electronics, but he crouched in front of the speaker and fiddled the knobs, anyway. “Huh, I guess it’s on the fritz. Just sing without it.”


  “Without it?”


  “The restaurant isn’t that big. You’ll be fine.” He wandered off toward a table before Victoria could respond.


  “I guess we’re doing this a cappella tonight, folks.” Victoria flashed a smile at the restaurant. Other than Grey Eyes, only a handful of other people seemed to be paying attention.


  “You’ll do fine,” Grey Eyes said. “You have a lovely voice.”


  The butterflies in Victoria’s stomach took a detour through her heart. She didn’t dare respond, for fear her voice would shake. Instead, she launched back into “I Don’t Stand a Ghost of Chance with You.” Just as she swung into the last stanza, a familiar face appeared by Charlotte at the hostess stand.


  Beta.


  Victoria finished the song without any overt hesitations, but her heart sank as Beta sat two chairs over from Grey Eyes. She hadn’t wanted to lead him on, so she’d “forgotten” to let him know when she was performing.


  “I Get Along Without You Very Well” may have been a little too on-the-nose for Beta, but then he didn’t seem to realize she was directing it him. When she finished and reached for her water, he clapped a little too loudly and too enthusiastically. Grey Eyes gave him a quirked eyebrow that said worlds about what he thought.


  She was contemplating some Keiko Matsui when a middle-aged guy in a cowboy hat waved to her. His gut was big enough that it needed its own cowboy hat. “Hey honey, if you’re going to sing for us, how about you sing us some real music. Like country.”


  She wanted to snap back that he wouldn’t know real music if punched him in his fat gut, but Granderson caught her eye from two tables down. Do it, he mouthed.


  Victoria’s eyes narrowed. “Alright, sir. This one’s for you.”


  “Before He Cheats” wasn’t even a song she liked, but it had the right vibe. At the one minute mark he realized what she was singing and his face started to go red. At the two minute mark he was actually spluttering. By three minutes Granderson was stalking toward her and Beta and Grey Eyes were both laughing. Victoria finished off the last verse and turned to Granderson.


  Around her, tables that hadn’t even been paying attention began to applaud. Granderson’s face was just as red as the fat cowboy’s, but the applause set him back.


  “We’re going to talk about this later,” Granderson hissed.


  “I’m sure we will.” Victoria turned her back on him. “Anyone else have any requests?”


  ***


  It was still an hour before Victoria normally stopped, but her throat was starting to ache. “Alright folks, you’ve been great.” She bowed to each side of the stage, and then once directly to Mr. Grey Eyes.


  Beta, of course, thought it was for him. He was out of his seat before she could wait for the usual entreaty for an encore. “Hey, you were great.”


  “Thanks, Beta.” Her eyes wandered past Beta and his Star Trek t-shirt to where Grey Eyes still sat, one leg crossed over the other.


  “Uh, are you doing anything after you get off tonight?”


  “I don’t know, Beta, I’m pretty tired.”


  “We could just get a drink or something.”


  Victoria met his eyes. “Not tonight.”


  “Oh.” His face fell. “I’ll call you, okay?”


  He had the saddest puppy-dog eyes. Big and brown and devoid of any common sense. “Thanks, Beta. I need to go talk to some folks. It’s part of the gig.”


  At least he didn’t follow her to the other tables. She kibbutzed for a few minutes, taking compliments (and a few extra tips), then started for the stage.


  Grey Eyes was gone. Beta had cost her a chance to finally meet this guy, whoever he was. Victoria sighed.


  “You did a fine show.” It was a man’s voice and it was just behind her.


  Victoria jerked away, surprised at the sound. She processed it a moment, then turned slowly, not daring to hope. That Cheshire cat grin flashed across his face. He stuck out a hand. “I’m Trent.”


  “I’m Victoria. You aren’t from around here, are you?” It wasn’t much of a conversational gambit, but it was all that sprang to mind.


  Trent laughed. “No. The Yankee accent give me away?”


  Victoria realized she still had his hand. “Yeah, something like that. Are you from New York?”


  His eyes sparkled. “I am. Can I buy you drink?”


  “Absolutely.” Victoria pulled him toward the bar at the back of the restaurant. It was empty, and Rachel, the weekend bartender, was polishing glasses. She quickly delivered a pair of gin and tonics.


  “So what brings you to Omaha, Trent?” Victoria took a sip of her drink.


  “Business. I work for an investment company and we’re talking to some folks out here.”


  “Berkshire Hathaway or...”


  He laughed. “No, unfortunately I don’t have a direct line to Warren Buffet. It’s actually a company doing some work with green energy. Wind turbines.”


  “You come here much?”


  “It’s the first time. I’ve flown over a few times, though. I think.” He laughed again. “Kansas, Nebraska, it’s all the same from forty-thousand feet.”


  “It’s all the same from the ground, too,” Victoria said. “So are you going to be here long or are you heading back to the real world soon?”


  “Another week here, then back to Manhattan. Probably be back for a few days at the end of the month.”


  “Ah.” Whatever hope she had of seeing him again was drying up as fast her drink.


  “Are you singing again anytime soon? Or do all the waitresses get a turn at the mic?”


  Victoria shook her head. “I usually sing for the last two hours on Saturdays, but we had an emergency.”


  “Well, if you do, maybe--“


  “Maybe I could give you a call?” She felt foolish for being so forward, but what was the harm? He was from New York. Not like she had anything to lose.


  “Yeah. I’d like that.” He took a business card and a pen from the inside pocket of his suit. “The numbers on the front are my office, but...” he scrawled a number on the back. “That’s my cell.”


  He slid the card toward her, then brushed her hand as she claimed it. “Have a good night, Victoria. It was a pleasure to hear you.”


  A shiver went through her. “The pleasure was all mine.”


  Trent rose and slipped away, striding toward the front of the restaurant. He moved confidence and grace, and she couldn’t take her eyes away until he was out of sight.


  Chapter 3


  Parents


  


  BEING in his parents’ house always put Beta’s nerves on edge. It wasn’t the framed picture of Jesus that watched over the dining room or the refrigerator covered in Bible quote magnets. It was the way his mother always looked at him like he was one revival from heaven.


  


  “Benjamin, I talked to Sister Spooner this morning after services and she said she saw you at Appleburys last week.” Beta’s mom perched on the edge of her chair, a bone white cup of coffee steaming between her equally pale hands.


  “I have to eat somewhere.” Beta speared a piece of asparagus with his fork.


  “Well, Sister Spooner said you were with a girl, and the way she described her, it made me think you were seeing that Strauss girl again.”


  Beta took a deep breath and held it, forcing himself not to smart off to his mother. “I had a very lovely evening with Victoria, yes. Did your nosy friend follow us to get ice cream afterward, too?”


  “Benjamin, don’t speak to your mother like that.” Beta’s dad was gruff, paternal and had a voice unspoiled by the taint of nicotine or alcohol.


  “Like what? It’s not like I’m in high school. I don’t even live here anymore. If I want to have dinner with someone, why should your church judge me? Why should you judge me?”


  “We’re not judging you, dear.” His mother put her mug on the table and stared at him intently. “Only the Good Lord judges. We’re just concerned about you. Why, I was talking to Sister Francis and she was telling me about her daughter, Jenny. Do you remember Jenny Francis?”


  Beta shook his head. Not only did he not remember, he didn’t really want to hear about this girl, either. They were all the same. Every six months his mom found him a girl that would be “just perfect” and she tried to set him up with a date. Every one of them had a stick up their butts and wouldn’t know a good time if it came with a burning bush and a billboard.


  “Well, Jenny is in school down at Southwest Baptist and she’s getting her teaching degree. Sister Francis says--“


  “That’s great, mom. I’m not looking for a girlfriend right now.”


  “But you were just out with that horrible Victoria Strauss and I thought--“


  “She’s not horrible, and--“


  “Well, be that as it may, Jenny is going to be here this Saturday.” His mother smiled triumphantly. “You should just pop in. You could talk to her over a scone, see if you have anything in common.”


  Beta snorted. How would Jenny feel about using super-capitals as bait? Or php vs python for back-end development? He had a feeling she wasn’t going to make a case for java web services.


  “I think, I’ll pass, but thanks for the offer.” Beta set his fork across his plate and pushed the plate back a few inches. “Mom, Dad, lunch was great, but I have some stuff to do this evening. I really need to run.”


  His dad sat up straighter. “Nonsense. Your mother hasn’t even served dessert yet.”


  “It’s bread pudding, Benjamin. Your favorite.”


  It wasn’t his favorite. It hadn’t ever been his favorite. “Uh...”


  “Please, Ben. Stay a few more minutes. We won’t talk about girls, I promise.” His mother hustled to the kitchen without waiting for a response.


  Beta slumped into his chair. “Why doesn’t she spend more of her time trying to find a husband for Christine?”


  His dad picked at his food, but didn’t respond.


  Beta’s mother came back from the kitchen with dessert plates. “Your sister doesn’t need any help finding men.”


  “She finds them just fine on her own. I know. So why do you insist on trying to set me up with girls from church? I’m. Not. Interested.”


  “Your sister is older and wiser than you are, Ben. She and I have discussed her marital status. You, on the other hand, don’t even know what you want. So forgive me if I try to help you.”


  The bread pudding was mushy and too-sugary. Beta took two bites, then gave up. “Thanks for lunch, Mom.” He pushed himself back from the table. “You all have a good week.”


  “Ben...” The whine in his mother’s voice made the hairs on his arms stand up.


  Beta was reaching for the front doorknob when the door opened on its own. Christine stood on the other side. She grinned when she saw Beta.


  “Little brother, how’s it hanging?”


  Beta took a step back. Christine had the same nose stud and the same bags under her eyes, but her hair was bright pink and her lips were covered in purple lipstick.


  “Holy shit, Christine, you look different.”


  “I cut my hair.” She flipped her hair, though the spikes hardly moved. “Thanks for noticing.”


  “So what are you doing here? Mom didn’t mention you were coming.”


  “Oh, I’m not coming ‘til later.” The grin deepened into something wicked. “We played in Kansas City last night and we’re in Denver the day after tomorrow, so I thought I’d swing through Omaha. You running off?”


  “I just had lunch with Mom and Dad. Mom’s trying to set me up with another girl from her church and--“


  “Again?”


  Beta nodded.


  “I’ll talk to her about it.” She punched him on the arm. “You got an hour or two to spare tonight or tomorrow?”


  “I have to work tomorrow, but I could catch up with you over dinner.”


  “Alright. My laptop is having some trouble. Think you could look at it?”


  Beta didn’t let himself sigh. It never failed. Everyone in his family wanted him to do something. But if he could get it worked out before the Monday night gate camp started at 8:00, what was the difference. “Yeah, sure.”


  “Thanks, B, you’re the best.” She slid around him. Two steps down the hall she paused. “Oh, B, we’re playing tomorrow night. Hancock’s at 10.”


  Ten. Two hours after the Monday night op was supposed to start. But what was he going to do, tell his sister that he saw maybe twice a year that he couldn’t come to her show? “I’ll be there.”  


  “Awesome.” Christine flashed him a grin that, just for a moment, made him understand how she’d broken so many hearts.


  Beta made his way out to his Civic. How his sister could flit through life never looking forward to more than the next show blew his mind. It wasn’t a mystery how she always seemed to find a sofa--or bed--to crash on, but he was glad he didn’t have to live like that.


  Chapter 4


  The Show


  


  VICTORIA couldn’t take her eyes off Trent. Even sitting in the cab he looked so poised. His hair was teased rakishly forward, and he wore a smile that looked as comfortable as his expensive suit.


  


  She glanced at her boring mall dress. Even her nicest clothes looked drab next to him. “You sure you want to wear a suit to a nightclub?”


  “Why not? I have more.”


  The cab stopped outside Hancock’s. A crowd already waited out front. The Flaming Ravens didn’t play in Omaha often, but the locals were always happy to support them when they did. Victoria was excited to have a chance to show Trent something other than a shitty cover band or a baseball stadium.


  Victoria pointed to the posters hanging crookedly in the front windows. Christine Tanner screamed silently back at them, her face framed by grunge typography. “This is us.”


  Trent followed her through the first set of doors. As soon as they opened, the clamor of the opening act hit them with a reedy snarl of guitars and the guttural howling of someone that had drunk too much cheap beer and smoked too many cigarettes. Before they could get more than a few steps inside, a bouncer cut them off.


  “Tickets.” His eyes settled on Victoria and his expression lightened. "Victoria! How are you, babe?”


  “Hey Sean, I’m good. Is Bobby here? I don’t have tickets yet.”


  Sean eyed Trent, then shrugged. “Bobby’s around somewhere. When you going to sing for us again?”


  “When I can. Tell Bobby to book me.”


  Sean laughed and beckoned them past. “I just work here, babe. You two enjoy the show. I’ll see you after, okay?”


  “You sure? I don’t want to get you in trouble.”


  “Bobby’s probably too tweaked to notice, and if he’s not, who cares?” Sean moved on to the next clump of people.


  Sean was a good guy, and Victoria wasn’t going to complain about him just letting them in, but she didn’t have the faintest idea what the plans were after the show.


  Trent followed her toward the main room with the stage. “So where do we sit?”


  “Sit?” Victoria laughed. “It’s not that kind of show. Come on.”


  She waded into the crowd, a little judicious use of her elbows helping to clear a path. Trent got into it, too, leading with a shoulder and sending the drunks scrambling out of their way.


  They stopped a dozen feet or so from the stage, where the bodies were too packed to go much farther. Victoria wasn’t displeased to be pressed up so tight against Trent, and when a tatted up dude with a green Mohawk bumped up against her, she wasn’t at all upset when Trent slipped a protective arm around her and gave the Mohawk dude a withering glare.


  “When does the main show start?” Trent’s question was barely audible over the thunder of the drums.


  “Soonish,” she yelled back.


  The opening band left right at 10:00. The frenetic wail of the band was replaced by the dull roar of conversation.


  A girl with spiked pink hair and a silver-studded leather jacket marched onto the stage.


  Trent yelled in her ear. “That them?”


  “Yeah!”


  Victoria leaned closer to Trent, and as she did, she saw Beta worming his way through the crowd. She turned away, hoping he wouldn’t see her. Would he even remember Trent from Saturday at Mario’s? She didn’t know and she didn’t terribly want to find out.


  “Good evening, Omaha!” Christine’s voice washed over them.


  The crowd roared back.


  “We’re glad you could make it on such short notice. It’s good to come home where you know you’re loved.”


  If it had been loud before, the wall of sound that responded was cranked all the way to eleven. Christine raised a fist, and before the sound could die away, the music started.


  The Flaming Ravens played a blend of hard rock and metal with an undertone of jazz, and people were eating it up. They weren’t on the front pages of Billboard or Rolling Stone, but Victoria figured it was just a matter of time. She was mildly jealous of Christine’s success, but it warmed her heart that an Omaha girl was finally making it big.


  Trent swayed with the crowd, and Victoria let the moment take her. She pressed against him, enjoying the feel of him next to her. The first few songs slipped past without pause, then Christine took a break after the third to introduce the band.


  Victoria realized that Beta was yelling in her ear. She leaned toward him, unsure what he’d just said. “What?”


  “Are you sticking around afterward!”


  Victoria glanced at Trent. He was watching the conversation, but she was pretty sure he couldn’t hear it. He wasn’t quite glowering at Beta, but she had the distinct impression that Trent remembered him.


  “I don’t know.”


  “Well, Christine said you’re welcome to come backstage if you want.” His eyes tracked down and saw the arm around her waist. It took him a couple seconds for it to register, but he eventually connected the arm to Trent.


  Beta’s face fell.


  In that one instant, Victoria knew she’d taken his tender little heart, and cut it into mincemeat. For the space between two beats of her heart she felt bad about it, but then Trent’s grip tightened around her waist.


  Beta tried to back away, but the crowd kept him hemmed in close. Finally, he turned and shoved, and disappeared into the maelstrom.


  “Was that the same kid from Saturday?” Trent’s breath was hot on her ear.


  She nodded.


  He pulled her even closer, but didn’t say anything else.


  Christina sang and played guitar, and the set lasted until well after midnight. When the music finally ended, Trent leaned close again. “I have meetings at eight tomorrow. I need to head back to my hotel.”


  Victoria wasn’t sure if he was inviting her to go with him or not. Part of her wanted to go, wanted to feel those arms around for the rest of the night. Another part of her didn’t want to rush it, didn’t want him to think she was someone--or something--she wasn’t.


  “Alright.” She rested her hand his chest. “You said you’re in town the rest of the week?”


  “I am.” A slight frown caught at the edge of his lips as he realized she wasn’t going with him. “See you around, maybe?”


  “Plan on it.” That brought the smile back, at least.


  Victoria watched him leave for the second time in two days, and he was barely out of sight before the regret set in. Maybe she could still catch up to him, find out just what was inside that expensive pair of pants.


  But no. Not yet. “Pace yourself, girl,” she whispered to herself.


  Around her, the crowd was oozing toward the front doors. Victoria fought against it, pushing her way toward the side door the band had used. Seeing Beta wasn’t high on her list, but if she let Christine leave town without at least saying ‘hello,’ she’d feel bad about it for weeks.


  ***


  Sean stood at the door, his arms crossed over his chest. The black t-shirt bulged around his biceps as he eyed the line of people forming before him. Victoria edged her way in near the front of the line, at first getting a protest from a guy with a blue fauxhawk.


  Sean cut him off by pointing. “Victoria, you can go on back.”


  The fauxhawk guy spluttered, but Sean shut him up with a glare.


  Backstage, fluorescent lights flickered overhead, casting the cinderblock walls in hard light. Music and laughter echoed from the far end of the hall, so Victoria headed toward it. She emerged into a warehouse area already filling up with people.


  Tables sat by the closed bay doors, sandwiches and red plastic cups on display. Victoria scanned the crowd, looking for familiar faces. It took a moment, but she recognized Christine’s pink hair on the far side of the room. She had her arm around a guy that Victoria vaguely recognized as one of her bandmates.


  Beta leaned against the wall a few feet from his sister. Victoria angled away from him, trying to keep Christine, and the gaggle of people around her, between herself and Beta.


  Christine waved as Victoria approached. “Vicks! Glad you could make it!”


  “Glad to be here. You had a great show.”


  Christine nodded, as if to say, “of course.” She motioned Victoria closer. “This our new drummer, Eli. Eli, this is one of my high school friends, Victoria Strauss.”


  Eli was a wiry, pale guy. More or less Christine and Victoria’s age, but he looked like he had some kind of Mediterranean heritage. A long, twisting tattoo snaked up his arm, disappeared under his gray t-shirt and emerged on his neck, where it disappeared again beneath his hair.


  Eli nodded to Victoria, but didn’t say anything. His attention mostly stayed on Christine. It was a look Victoria recognized from her mother’s boyfriends, drugged and horny and disgusting.


  “How’s the tour going?” Victoria asked.


  “Good.” Christine accepted a beer from one of the groupies. “We’re heading to Denver tomorrow morning. You busy this week? You should come along.”


  As if life were so easy that Victoria could just run off on a whim. “I have to work. Bills, you know?”


  Christine shrugged. “You been singing much lately?”


  “Not really. The Real Girls and I aren’t seeing eye to eye on things, so I’ve been looking for something else.”


  “That’s too bad.” Eli whispered something in Christine’s ear, drawing a smile to her face. She looked back to Victoria. “Well, don’t be a stranger. Hit me up on Facebook sometime or something. But I need to run.” She licked her lips, then strolled away arm in arm with her boyfriend.


  Beta detached from the wall and moved over to fill the space his sister had just vacated. The crowd of people that had been around her was already dispersing. “So who was that guy?”


  “Her boyfriend,” Victoria said. She knew he was asking about Trent, but didn’t feel like having that conversation. She had wanted to talk to Christine some more, find out if she knew much about the jazz scene in New York. The idea of bailing on Omaha had a real appeal, no matter what she said about having to work.


  “I meant the guy you were with out there.”


  Victoria shrugged. “Just a friend.”


  For a second it looked like Beta wanted to argue, to pry, to generally act like a possessive asshole. Then he sank back into himself. “Oh.”


  “Look, Beta, you’re a nice guy, but you’re like... like a brother to me, you know? I just don’t see anything romantic working out between us.”


  He looked away.


  It was lame. It was the oldest, lamest excuse in the book. She knew it. He knew it. But the fact was, he wasn’t as charming or as handsome as Trent. He was just... Beta. Beta from Omaha.


  “Alright, Victoria. I appreciate you telling me.”


  His voice caught her by surprise, but before she could respond, he was moping off into the crowd, his gaze firmly on his feet.


  Victoria felt bad. Breaking Beta’s heart was something she hated doing. But it wasn’t all her fault, was it? After all, he was the one that kept asking her out. He shouldn’t put himself in a position to be rejected if he couldn’t handle it.


  She made her way back toward the front of the club. As she emerged next to the darkened stage, she realized that even though he asked her out, she always said “yes.” The realization didn’t make her feel any better.


  Chapter 5


  Day Job


  


  THE fluorescent lights humming overhead were only making Beta’s headache worse. He stared at the screen, trying to concentrate on the code. Half his day had gone to helping Eloise on the third floor with her pre-holiday sales reports, and he was behind on the week’s task.


  


  “Are you listening, Ben?”


  Beta’s heart skipped a beat. He looked up and found Chad, his boss, leaning on the edge of the cube wall that surrounded Beta’s desk. “I’m sorry, what?”


  “I asked if you were done with the website for Prime Lawn.”


  Beta leaned back in his chair and shook his head. “I’m working on it right now. I was the only one on the help desk yesterday and today, so I didn’t have much time.”


  “You know that’s due today, right?”


  “Yeah, I know. The final requirements just came in yesterday and I was on the help desk and--“


  “That’s not good enough, Ben. I pay you good money to get this stuff done and you telling me that you just couldn’t get to something isn’t enough.”


  The clock over the break room read 4:45. No one else was even in the building. The only reason Beta had stayed was to try to get caught up enough to keep Chad off his case.


  “What do you want me to do? Work all night?”


  Chad snorted. “Of course not. Tomorrow’s the Fourth. Prime Lawn won’t even be in the office until Friday.”


  “So...”


  “So get it done, Ben. This is the real world. Clients won’t wait.” Chad turned on his heel and marched back to his office.


  Beta rubbed his knees through his Dockers. His legs ached from sitting for so long, and Chad expected him to work through the holiday? He stared at the screen, trying to get his head back into the code.


  Chad walked past a while later, coat slung over his shoulder. The door slammed behind him as he left. The clock read 5:01. A whole extra minute. He’d probably list it as overtime.


  With a sigh, Beta started typing. If he worked until 7:45, he could still make it to the night’s EVE op. On the plus side, it wasn’t like the guys would have any battles planned for mid-day on the Fourth of July.

  

  Chapter 6


  Time Slips Away


  


  CHUCKLES did his best to send Victoria and her armful of groceries sprawling across the apartment. He yelped as she stepped on his tail, then retreated to the couch to glare hurtfully.


  


  “What are you, a road block?” She used her elbow to turn on the lights.


  The cat raised his paw and gave it a dainty lick, pretending she wasn’t even there. Victoria shook her head and took the bags to the kitchen counter.


  “And now you’re too good for me.”


  Chuckles didn’t respond.


  “Well, I hope you had a good day, Mister Hoity-toity.” Victoria stacked the groceries in the cupboard, but kept out one can of cat food. “I have your dinner ready, if you’ll deign to eat with the likes of me.”


  Chuckles padded over when he heard the rip of the pull tab. He might pitch a little fit now and again, but he had sense enough to eat. Victoria raked her fingers down his back, then gave him a scratch behind the ears. He purred without ever stopping eating. Buying groceries after pulling a double pushed her day well beyond twelve hours, but the cat had to eat.


  She did, too.


  “I hope you enjoy it.” She tore the top off a cup of noodles and filled it with water. Granderson wasn’t comping meals anymore, and she couldn’t afford Mario’s’ prices, not even at half off. “I think your groceries cost more than mine.”


  Chuckles purred louder. To him, that was probably just fine. Once they were warmed up, Victoria took her noodles to the couch and opened her battered laptop. Chuckles may spend his evenings in the apartment alone, but hadn’t yet learned how to access social media. And a good thing, too. Who knew what kinds of stories he’d tell about her.


  The mail icon in Facebook glowed red. Victoria moused over it, hopeful. She hadn’t heard from Trent in a week, and she was missing him. It was funny how she could meet a guy a few times over the span of a week, talk to him for a month on the internet and feel like she’d known him all her life.


  The message was from him.


  He had attached a picture of the New York skyline and the fireworks. “From my balcony,” said the caption. Victoria studied the wrought iron railing, the buildings across the street and the explosions soaring through the sky. If she closed her eyes, she could imagine herself sitting there beside him. Could imagine his hand on her waist. His breath on her neck.


  She hammered out a response and told him that she wished she was there. Chuckles slipped between her ankles, then hopped up beside her.


  “What would you do for a week without me, huh?” She scratched him behind his ears.


  Chuckles purred.


  It was nonsense. She shouldn’t even try to imagine what she’d do with him. It wasn’t like she could afford to take a week off from work, nevermind buy tickets to New York.


  But maybe if she could, Charlotte could stop in to check on him.


  Victoria sighed. Even talking to Trent was ridiculous. She didn’t know why she kept putting herself through this. It wasn’t even a long distance relationship. It was just long distance fantasy.


  “Chucklehead, you better be grateful.”


  The cat purred louder.


  Victoria flipped through her Facebook feed, skipping past the wedding photos and the vacation pictures. God, how she hated Omaha. A dead end town in dead end Nebraska. She was just about ready to shut down the laptop and turn to Nicholas Sparks and bed, but a chat window opened at the bottom of the screen.


  Christine Tanner: vicks, u there?


  Victoria Strauss: chrissy!


  Christine Tanner: how’s omaha?


  Victoria Strauss: same shit, different day.


  Christine Tanner: cool cool. hey, i heard you split with the real girls


  Victoria Strauss: yeah


  Christine Tanner: if ur looking for something new, u ought to come up here. the scene is bumpin


  Victoria Strauss: to ny?


  Christine Tanner: yeah. it’s better than omaha, u can be sure of that


  Christine Tanner: i don’t have anything in particular, but i was talking to a guy about auditions last week and i thought of u


  Victoria Strauss: i can’t just fly up there, chrissy


  Christine Tanner: why not? a one way ticket isn’t too bad


  Victoria Strauss: one way? lol


  Christine Tanner: i’m serious. come out here. i’ll help u get a job. i know people


  Victoria leaned back against the sofa and re-read the last line. A job in New York? If she actually could find a singing gig, maybe the waitressing thing wouldn’t have to be the rest of her life. God knew the jazz scene in Omaha was dead. “What do you think about moving, Chucklehead?”


  Christine Tanner: hello?


  Victoria Strauss: i’m here. just thinking


  Christine Tanner: good. think about it and let me know. i hate to see a talented voice waste away


  Victoria Strauss: i will. thanks, chrissy


  Christine Tanner: np, babe. u seen much of beta lately?


  Victoria Strauss: we went out a few weeks ago, before u were in town


  Christine Tanner: he didn’t mention it. i don’t chat with him much. he doing okay?


  Victoria Strauss: same old beta


  Christine Tanner: alright, vicks. i gotta jet. u take care


  At least she didn’t seem upset about her brother. Victoria closed the laptop and tossed it to the other end of the couch. What if she really did move? She looked around the little apartment. A few posters looked down from the walls. A ten year old TV sat on a milk crate. Other than Chuckles and some old furniture that not even Goodwill would want, there wasn’t anything that wouldn’t fit in a suitcase.


  She reached for the laptop and opened it back up. It took a few minutes to find the right words, but she finally started typing.


  “Trent, what are your plans the week after next?”


  Chapter 7


  Charlotte


  


  YOU'RE going to do WHAT?” Charlotte nearly choked on her margarita. She stared across the tiny table at Victoria.


  


  Only one other table in the restaurant was occupied, and it had a couple Mexican guys whose attention was focused on the soccer game on the TV hanging in the corner.


  “I’m going to move.” Victoria selected a chip from the bowl between her and Charlotte and used it to punctuate. “One, jobs here suck. Two, music here sucks.”


  Charlotte’s look of shock melted into a grin. “And three, Mr. Amazing is there. You can’t fool me, Vicks.”


  “Well, yeah, of course. I mean, he’s no Ben Tanner, but...” Victoria scooped a load of salsa on her chip, taking care to leave a chunk of onion in the bowl.


  “Low blow. What’s wrong with Beta? Didn’t you finally go out with him?”


  “Yeah, I did. Like, right before I met Trent. Days before.”


  “Was it as bad you expected?”


  “He was Beta. The same Beta that I tried to date freshman year of college. God, he was the same Beta I tried to date junior year of high school. I swear, he hasn’t changed since he was twelve years old.”


  “So Beta is a giant manchild. Got it.”


  “No, you don’t understand. He took me to Appleburys. He had pants so new that they still had the sticker on the side.”


  Charlotte winced.


  “Yeah, that bad. And the whole time, he wouldn’t shut up about his stupid video game. The same one he was playing three years ago. Honestly, I wonder if he even graduated.” Victoria grabbed another chip and loaded it with salsa. “But I don’t want to talk about Beta, okay?”


  “No problemo, kid. Tell me more about this New York idea.” Charlotte topped off her drink from the pitcher beside the chips.


  “Well, I was talking to Christine and--“


  “Christine Tanner?”


  “Yeah.”


  “So you shit on her little brother and then you decide to move in with her in New York?”


  “No, not at all. Wait, did I shit on Beta? I didn’t shit on Beta.”


  Charlotte rolled her eyes.


  “What! I didn’t. Look, Beta’s a nice kid, okay. But he’s still a kid. Trent, though. My God, you met him.”


  “Trent is indeed a grown man.” Charlotte leaned a little closer. “Did you sleep with him yet?”


  “Charlotte!”


  “What? It’s a legit question. Did you?”


  “No, I did not, thank you very much.”


  “Well, I guess he was only here a week. The way he was looking at you at work, though...”


  “He was a perfect gentleman. And as much as you don’t believe me, I’m a lady. I don’t sleep with anyone the first week I know them.”


  “The second week?”


  Victoria shrugged and bit into her chip. She flicked the salt from her fingertips. “He was already back in New York.”


  Charlotte laughed, high and long. “I love you, Vicks. You never fail to amuse me. So, you’re going to stay with Beta’s sister and what? Do you have a plan?”


  “I don’t know. Christine said she knew some folks doing auditions and she knew someone else that would hire me in their restaurant. I thought that might be enough.”


  “Well, be sure to get your own place. Or at least get a place with roommate. Just don’t move straight in with Trent.”


  “Why not? He might want to sleep with me?” Victoria threw up her hands. “The horror!”


  “Vicks, I don’t mean that. I just mean that once you’re there, once you spend a few weeks with him, you might realize he’s not quite the person you think he is. You’ve known him for a month.”


  It felt like she’d known him for years. They chatted practically every day. The Mexican guys watching soccer got up and filed out, one of them practically craning his neck to scope out Victoria and Charlotte on his way out the door.


  “I’m not going to move in with him. I’m not an idiot. I’m going to talk to Christine. I know she’s got some kind of apartment and she’s on the road with the band, so I was thinking maybe I could crash with her for a few weeks.”


  “That’s not a bad idea. God, I wish she would spend a week here some time. I miss her.”


  “So come to New York with me! Then you could see her to your heart’s content.”


  “I can’t, Vicks. My mom’s not doing so hot.” Charlotte gulped down the rest of her second margarita. “I’d love to come sometime, but not until after...”


  The cancer. How could she forget about the cancer? “Sorry. I wasn’t thinking. I...”


  “Not your fault. What are you going to do with Chuckles?”


  “Take him with me, I guess. I looked on the Delta website. You can take a cat in a carryon. I figure I’ll give him some kitty Benedryl and he’ll sleep the whole way.”


  “At least you’ll have someone familiar.”


  She sounded almost bitter. Victoria couldn’t blame her. She was practically trapped in Omaha with her mom and the disease. It might be crass to think of it that way, but it didn’t make it any less true.


  Charlotte’s face lit up. “Hey, you said Trent works for some bank, right?”


  “Yeah?”


  “You should see if they need any tellers.”


  “Tellers? What?”


  “Well, I figure banks in Manhattan have to pay pretty well, right? I mean, it’s Manhattan.”


  “Because every bank wants a girl with a music performance degree.”


  The pitcher wobbled as Charlotte refilled her glass. “Fair point.”


  “I appreciate the thought, babe. I’ll look into it when I get out there.”


  Charlotte raised her glass in a toast. “To new adventures.”


  “To good friends.” Victoria clinked her glass against Charlotte’s and took a drink. Packing up and moving halfway across the country was going to be the craziest thing she’d ever done. She could hardly wait.


  Chapter 8


  Trailers


  


  SHADY Acres Trailer Park sat on a little lake that might be considered quaint if you didn’t know it was just a drainage lagoon for a strip mall. Forty or fifty single-wide trailers huddled together in a loose circle surrounding the lagoon and a sort of fenced common area where the kids gathered to play. Victoria slowed down as she approached the playground, watching for any soaring Frisbees or stray soccer balls.


  


  Leonard Ellerby had been eleven, two years older than her at the time, when he had bolted across the street without looking. The pickup that had hit him wasn’t even going that fast. Victoria could still remember the screaming.


  Once you got past the playground, the road curved around to the right. Her mom lived in the same trailer she’d been in for twenty years. Old Lady McCarver still had her clothesline hanging between the trailers, and a pair of faded pink towels were flapping in the breeze.


  Victoria eased into the driveway, hoping the crunch under her jeep’s tires was just gravel and not glass, and hopped out. Broken bottles glittered next to the house, their labels long since faded, but their shape distinctive nonetheless. Canadian Mist, Wild Turkey, even a bottle of Jose.


  Her mom appeared in the doorway, a dark silhouette behind the torn screen. “Why look what the cat dragged in.”


  She was drunk. Ten o’clock on a Thursday morning, and she was already at the sauce. Victoria picked her way across the driveway, trying not to step on anything sharp.


  “How’s it going, Mom?”


  Her mother backed up, let her into the squalid rat hole she called home. “Just fine. What are you doing here? You in trouble?”


  Inside where Victoria could see her, her mother hadn’t changed in a decade. She still had the same bleach blonde hair that needed to be washed. The same cut up jeans that hadn’t been in style since Victoria was in middle school.


  “I’m fine, Ma. Thought I’d let you know I’m moving.”


  “Eh? You finally getting you a real house like you always wanted?” She dropped into a recliner across from a gleaming wide-screen TV. Bob Barker was prancing around the screen, exhorting someone to “Come on down!”


  “Not exactly.” Victoria grabbed a chair from the kitchen table, gave it a shake to knock the loose ash off the vinyl seat, and sat. “I’m moving to New York.”


  Her mother nearly dropped her glass. “You’re going to do WHAT?”


  Victoria smiled. “Omaha is dead. I don’t want to stay here the rest of my life waiting tables and singing in garage bands.”


  Her mother set her glass on the coffee table and reached over the far side of her recliner. She came up with a bottle. “You thirsty?”


  “No.”


  “Suit yourself. So you want to up and run off? Your man leave you or something?’


  “What are you talking about?”


  “That Beta boy. He seemed liked a nice one, but I reckon he got tired of you, right? So you’re running off to New York to get away.”


  Victoria ground her teeth. That was just like her mom. Blame it on a man. “No. For one, I don’t have a man. I haven’t in three years. And for two, it’s none of your damn business.”


  “No need to get hissy, girl.” Her mother took a swallow of tequila. Her eyes narrowed. “So what happens to me when you’re gone? You’re my only baby. You’re just going to run off and leave me here? Your daddy left me when you was just a baby, and now you’re going to abandon me, too.”


  “I’m not abandoning you. I can’t stay here. I want to sing. To make a name for myself. To be somebody, and I can’t do that in Nebraska.”


  “What’s wrong with Nebraska? I been here my whole life. Never found nowhere better.”


  Victoria looked away. Cobwebs danced from the light in the kitchen. A roach trap peeked out from under the fridge. “Have you looked?”


  Her mother didn’t answer. She splashed more tequila into her glass. Finally, she shrugged.


  “What kind of life is this?” Victoria waved an arm at the squalor.


  “The life I’ve been given.” Her voice was quiet, just above a whisper. It dropped even lower. “The life I’ve chosen.”


  Victoria pushed herself up from her chair and scooted it back to the table. “Well, it’s not the life I choose. I love you, but I have to find my own way in the world.”


  Her mother sniffed once, then looked away. She didn’t say anything, and after a painful minute of silence, Victoria made her way to the door and let herself out. The door banged shut behind her, and a moment later she heard the sound of an empty glass slapping down on the coffee table.


  The kids down the street played on their rusty playground, oblivious to everything outside their fence. Victoria climbed in her jeep and left. She didn’t bother to look back.


  ***


  “Charlotte, I need a favor.” Victoria ran her nails down Chuckles’ back, revving his purring to motorboat levels.


  Charlotte didn’t even pause. It was a credit to her. “Of course, babe. What’s up?”


  “Christine is allergic to cats.”


  “And?”


  “And I was wondering if you could take Chuckles in for a few months.”


  The phone went silent. It wasn’t the response Victoria was expecting. Charlotte was the kind of girl that would help bury a body and then go get ice cream afterward.


  “Charlotte? You there?”


  “Yeah, I’m here. I can’t, V. My mom is allergic, too. I forgot to wash my hands after I pet the Chuckmeister when I was at your place last week and she broke out when I got home.”


  Victoria closed her eyes. There was no way she was taking Chuckles to her mom’s. If he didn’t end up as road kill, he’d probably die from the roach poison. “Alright. I’ll figure something else out.”


  “I’m really sorry. You want me to call around? See if anyone else would take him?”


  “I’ll figure something out. Talk to you later.” Victoria thumbed off the phone and turned her attention to the cat.


  He turned over, letting her stroke his belly. He loved it when she stroked his belly. A white patch ran from his neck nearly to his hind legs. The purring practically echoed.


  “What am I going to do with you?”


  She thought about it, considered who else might take him. Sarah Rusch at work was a pet person. But she had dogs. And Victoria didn’t know her that well, anyway. Then she had a thought that made her feel guilty to even consider it. There was one other person.


  ***


  “This is Beta.” Beta hadn’t really paid attention to who was calling. The corp had a carrier tackled in low-security space and they were scurrying to get more sub-capitals into the system to kill it before any of its friends arrived, and he was focused on directing the other pilots.


  “Hey Beta, it’s Victoria.”


  He nearly dropped the phone. “Victoria? What? Why?”


  “Beta, I’m sorry I haven’t called. I’ve been busy. I need to ask a really huge favor.”


  His heart fluttered. “One second.” He held the phone out at arm’s length and pushed the button for his computer headset so he could talk to his spaceship friends. “This is Beta. I need to go afk for a few minutes.”


  “Don’t worry, Beta dude. I can cover it.” Bloodboat was a chill dude, and the best fleet commander in the corp. The best after Beta himself.


  “Thanks, ‘Boat.” Beta put the phone back to his ear. “Victoria, are you there? What can I do?”


  “Are you busy?” Victoria sounded concerned. “I’m sorry if I interrupted a big engagement or something.”


  “Nah, it’s nothing.” Lasers glowed on the screen as the ships battled each other to the death. “You said you needed a favor? Your laptop acting up?”


  “No.” She went quiet, making his head churn. What could she possibly want? She didn’t call for a month and then she wanted a favor?


  “Beta, I’m moving to New York.” His heart skipped a beat. “And I can’t take Chuckles with me.”


  “So what do you-- Oh.”


  “Can you take him in for a little while?”


  “You want me to adopt your cat?” He looked around the apartment. There wasn’t much to it. Not even an actual bedroom. Just a little studio and a bathroom. Enough room for a cat, though. If it wasn’t picky.


  “It’s only for a little while. I’m staying with Christine and she’s allergic to cats. I just need some time to find my own place and then I can come--“


  “Wait. Christine my sister?”


  “Yeah.”


  That traitorous skank. She was stealing the girl of his dreams? How could she? He stared at the screen in shock. Explosions rose from the carrier. Woops of delight rose from the headphones still draped around his neck.


  “I didn’t know you two were into each other.”


  “What? God. What’s wrong with you? We’re not. She just offered me a place to stay.”


  Beta sighed with relief. “Oh. Well, that’s good news then.”


  “Yeah. So anyway. Would you mind catsitting for me? For a few months?”


  He couldn’t deny her anything. She’d known that for ten years. All she had to do was bat her eyes at him. And yet she’d asked politely. It had to count for something. Or not. He didn’t know, not when it came to Victoria. All he knew was that he couldn’t refuse her. “Yeah.”


  “You’re sure? Thank you, thank you. I wasn’t sure what I’d do if you said ‘no.’”


  “I’m sure. You, uh, need me to come pick him or something?”


  “No, I’ll bring him over later, if that’s okay?”


  “Later tonight?” Beta looked around the apartment again. Dirty clothes were piled on the end of his unmade bed. A pizza box with a half a Hawaiian pizza still in it lay discarded on the floor beside his desk.


  “If that’s okay. I fly out tomorrow.”


  Beta’s heart sank. If it weren’t for Chuckles, he wouldn’t have even known she was gone. Showed how he rated. “See you in a little while.”


  ***


  Chuckles was pressed up against the nylon window of the cat carrier, his face flattened against it as he peered out at his new home. Victoria was pleased to see that Beta’s apartment was as clean as his car. Beta himself stood at the door, a sheen of sweat on his brow like he’d just been working out or something. Quiet jazz played on the computer speakers. Miles Davis, from the sound of it.


  “Come on in.” Beta pulled the door open wider. “I’d offer you a place to sit, but there’s just the bed.”


  At every other time she could remember that would have been a disconcerting offer. She placed Chuckles on the edge of the bed and sat down beside him. “I have his litter box in my car. And some food.”


  Beta stayed by the door and pushed a hand through his hair. “Why are you leaving?”


  Not ‘what are you going to do?’ Not ‘will you be okay in a new city?’ Victoria unzipped the cat carrier and scooped Chuckles out onto her lap. “I hate Omaha. It’s a dead end.”


  “But...” He looked around, took a half step to his computer chair. “What are you going to do? Will you be okay in a new city?”


  Victoria blinked. So maybe he wasn’t totally self-centered. A mind reader maybe. “Yeah, I’ll be fine, Beta, thank you. Your sister is going to help me out. It wasn’t so long ago that she made the same move, and she made it without any help.”


  He sank into his chair, his shoulders slumping. “I guess. God, Vicks. I just can’t even imagine.”


  Chuckles stopped purring in her lap, and she realized her hand had fallen still. Beta wasn’t taking it well. She had to get out of there fast, before he broke down crying. God, but she felt terrible about dumping Chuckles on him. And about breaking his heart over Trent.


  She set Chuckles on the bed. “I’ll go get his stuff. Be right back.”


  The litter box weighed a thousand pounds as she carried it back into the apartment. Beta directed her to the kitchenette, so she put the food at one end of the linoleum and the litter at the other. They were only about three feet apart.


  “Actually, I have a better idea.” Beta crouched beside her in front of the litter box. His shoulder brushed hers, and it was like a spark jumped between them.


  Victoria’s mouth dropped open. She scooted out of the way, looking at him in a slightly different light. He was no Trent--he’d never have the intense handsomeness of Trent--but when he wasn’t focused on his video games, he had something. She wasn’t sure what, but it was more than she’d realized.


  “Sorry.” He hefted the box and hustled away, taking it to the bathroom. “I figured he wouldn’t want to eat and shit three feet apart,” he called from out of sight.


  Victoria laughed. The moment was gone, and Beta was back to his juvenile self. “Thanks. I’m sure, uh, I’m sure Chucks will appreciate that.”


  Chuckles was spread out on Beta’s bed, his eyes closed and his side rising and falling rhythmically. The world claimed it was a dog’s life, but Victoria knew better. Chuckles spent his whole life napping or being scratched. Dogs had nothing on that.


  Beta came back, wiping his hands on his jeans, and sat on the bed next to the snoozing cat. “Do I need to take him to the vet or anything?”


  Chuckles purred as Beta rubbed his belly.


  “He’s all up-to-date. Just feed him and clean his litter box.”


  “And give him plenty of scratching?”


  “And that.” Victoria made her way to the door, but Beta rose and beat her to it. He pulled it open and smiled the world’s grimmest smile.


  “Good luck, Vicks. Take care of yourself.” He held out a hand to shake.


  Victoria caught his hand and used it to pull him into a hug. His breath caught as she squeezed him, and he barely touched her in return. “I’ll try. Thank you so much, Beta. It really means a lot to me.”


  He nodded, and she thought she could see tears forming at the corners of his eyes. Beta was a nice guy. A dork, a nerd and a geek, maybe, but he had a good heart. Victoria walked back to her jeep, regret weighing heavily upon her shoulders. Her last night in Omaha had turned far more depressing than she had expected.


  Chapter 9


  New York


  


  THE baggage claim at La Guardia was the busiest place Victoria had ever seen in her life. Nothing in Omaha came close, except maybe the College World Series, but it wasn’t half as loud. A mom with a crying baby stood in the corner. Crowds upon crowds upon multitudes of people gathered around the baggage conveyers. There had to be half a dozen planes’ worth. Above it all the loudspeakers blared generic security warnings about unattended bags.


  


  Victoria squirmed her way toward the second baggage conveyer. If Christine was there, she was lost in the sea of humanity. A buzzer sounded, then the conveyer started to clank around. Bags rose from the depths of the airport. Victoria waited, watching people scoop off their luggage. The mom in the corner ended up with a stroller and a bag that was bigger than she was. A bag of golf clubs circled the conveyer three times before Victoria’s suitcase emerged. She wrestled it off the belt and shoved off to find Christine.


  Five minutes of searching didn’t reveal her inside, so Victoria sent her a text and went outside to look. As soon as the doors opened the air hit her in a wet wave. It was a sweltering wall of humidity and stink. She went back inside as her phone buzzed.


  A text message. Sorry Vicks. Fell asleep. Can you just catch a cab?


  Victoria sighed. Was she freaking kidding? Fell asleep? At four in the afternoon?


  It took her a few minutes to get her bearings and find her way to the cab line. A Pakistani or Indian or she-didn’t-know-what guy rushed up.


  “Good afternoon. Where are you going today?” He took her suitcase before she could respond and manhandled it into the back of a yellow Ford Escape.


  “Astoria. 42nd Street and 3rd Avenue.”


  The driver nodded once. “Very good. Get inside.” He held the door for her.


  The Ford tore out of the taxi line, and Victoria settled into her seat. Hot air whipped in the window, sending her hair flapping. She hardly noticed. In the distance, the Manhattan skyline was visible between gaps in the buildings. Even from the back of a moving car, it was breathtaking. Row after row of buildings, rising like a field of brightly lit corn.


  ***


  Christine at least had the grace to meet her at the curb. She didn’t offer to help with the cab fare, though. Victoria paid with her card, hoping it wasn’t already at the limit, then hopped out of the car. The cab driver gave her the suitcase and a quick bow, then roared off.


  “Sorry about that,” Christine said. “Come on upstairs.”


  Victoria spun slowly, looking at the building. Brownstones lined the street, each three or four stories tall. None had a yard, though a few had fenced areas separating them from the sidewalk.


  “What are you doing?” Christine shifted her weight impatiently.


  “Just taking in the neighborhood. I’ve never been to the city before.”


  “You get used to it. Eventually.” Christine grinned. “Come upstairs and I’ll take you out on the roof.”


  Victoria followed her inside. “What’s on the roof?”


  “Not much. But you can see the whole north end of Manhattan.”


  “Wow.”


  Victoria dragged the suitcase up the stairs and stopped behind Christine on the third floor. The stairwell wasn’t much. Peeling paint and faded linoleum. Victoria hoped the apartment was nicer.


  “Here we are.” Christine pushed the door open and led the way inside.


  The apartment was actually bigger than Victoria expected. A cozy living room opened out from the front door.


  “That’ll be your room.” Christine pointed to an awkwardly shaped bedroom with a futon in it. Victoria took the suitcase in and left it. The unpacking could wait. There wasn’t much room left over after she left the suitcase.


  Christine motioned her forward. “This is the kitchen.” It was bigger than Beta’s. Barely. She passed back through the living room and pushed open a closed door. “And my room.” It actually had a bed, but only a double.


  Victoria took it all in. “It’s cozy.”


  “It’s cheap. I’m not here a lot, so it doesn’t bother me.” Christine went to the kitchen and retrieved a bottle of wine from a rack below a narrow butcher’s block. “Now we need drinks.”


  “Gladly.” Victoria took the offered glass of wine, then got out of the way as Christine carried the bottle to the front door.


  “This way.” Christine led her up another half flight of stairs and out onto the blacktopped roof. “You can come up here whenever you want, but be sure to lock the door when you come back inside.”


  “Burglars?”


  “Nah. It doesn’t latch very well otherwise.” Christine swept around the doorway and stopped by the ledge on the opposite side of the building.


  Manhattan stretched out beyond her.


  It wasn’t a perfect view, certainly not one a photographer would envy, but it was still magnificent. Victoria didn’t even notice the train tracks that obscured the waterline until a train rumbled past.


  “Passenger trains. That’s the Long Island Railroad.” Christine pointed with her empty wine glass.


  “Do I need to buy tickets or anything?”


  “Oh, you really don’t know anything about the city do you?”


  “Not really.” Trent had talked about places to eat and things to do, but not the day to day logistics. Victoria reached for her phone. With the crowd and the cab ride she’d forgotten to tell Trent she was on the ground.


  Christine was saying something about a metro pass, but Victoria didn’t quite catch it. “...And it beats having a car payment and dealing with parking.”


  Victoria hit send on the “I’m alive, sorry I forgot to call” text and turned her attention back to her hostess. “Where do I get that?”


  “Any station. I’ll take you into Manhattan tomorrow and you can talk to Chelsea at the restaurant about getting a job.”


  “Sounds good.” And it did. She was ready to hit the ground running. To get a fresh start on a new life and never look back.


  ***


  Everything was quiet when Victoria rolled out of the futon and wandered out into the living room. The apartment was still dark, even though the clock said it was a quarter past nine. Victoria had a feeling Christine liked to sleep in.


  The door to Christine’s room gaped open, and the closet light illuminated a mussed, empty bed. Victoria frowned, but went to get a cup of tea before putting too much brainpower into where Christine was. A hastily scrawled note sat on the chopping block.


  Gone to Boston for two days. Feel free to raid the cupboards for whatever you can find.


  What happened to going to Manhattan and helping her get a job? Victoria scrounged up a bowl of cereal. When she finished, she sent Trent a text then went to the shower. While she was toweling off, her phone dinged.


  I’d love to meet for dinner. I’ll be out of the office around 6. Meet u in midtown somewhere?


  It sounded perfect.


  The only problem was that she didn’t have the faintest idea where she was going. The thought of venturing into Manhattan alone was intimidating.


  Call me when you leave work. I don’t know where I’m going.


  Victoria arranged her clothes in her cupboard-sized closet, and about halfway through her suitcase she realized that there was no washer and dryer in the apartment. A quick trip downstairs didn’t reveal a laundry room, either. A few minutes with her phone revealed a trio of laundry places within walking distance, so she made a mental note to scope them out on her way to the train station.


  A few more minutes on the phone showed the best way to get to Manhattan and end up only a couple blocks from Times Square. Victoria grinned. For someone from Omaha, Nebraska, Times Square was Manhattan. Well, that and the Statue of Liberty. And Central Park. And the Empire State Building. She couldn’t help but grin even bigger. New York was just so damn exciting.


  The sun was shining high overhead as she left the apartment.


  ***


  The subway station wasn’t nearly as scary as she expected. It had a musty smell, and the paint wasn’t exactly fresh, but it was well lit and the instructions on the ticket machine were simple enough to follow. She bought a pass and a week’s worth of rides, then went to find her train.


  The train car was nicer than the station. Sure there was a homeless guy wandering car to car and singing for money, but most of the people just looked bored. A guy in a hoodie slouched on the bench beside her, white headphones plugged into his ears and his phone open in his palm. Across the car an older lady with a hairnet and a bag of groceries was reading Fifty Shades of Grey.


  The car rattled down an incline, and the sunlight winked out as it dove under the river. Walls whisked past on either side, and a few moments later the train came to a stop. Victoria watched the lightboard above the door, double checking that it didn’t say Bryant Park. There were still a few stops to go, but she couldn’t remember how many. Lexington Avenue definitely wasn’t Bryant Park, though.


  The old lady left and a pair of guys in rumpled suits took her place. It was easy to imagine them as bankers or businessmen or mafiosos. Did New York even have a mafia anymore? She’d have to ask Trent.


  Eventually she reached her station and scrambled out onto the platform. A handful of people flowed around her and up the stairs. The guys in the suits brushed past without a glance. Victoria followed them up.


  At the top of the stairs she realized she was holding her breath and let it out in a rush.


  Manhattan whirled around her.


  The smell of cooking meat and strange spices drifted from the food carts lining the sidewalk. Row upon row of yellow taxis and boxy trucks crowded the street. Pedestrians of all ages and ethnicities strode purposefully up and down the sidewalks. Something about them was different, and it took her a moment to realize that it was that nearly everyone was normal sized. Half of Omaha was obese, but here everyone was--if not quite thin--just normal. And they all were in a hurry to get somewhere.


  Victoria wandered up the sidewalk and stopped. There was no horizon. She spun around in a circle, orienting toward Bryant Park. A patch of blue peeked over the buildings and the trees in that direction, but in every other direction it was just buildings as far as she could see. She had to tilt her head back to even see the tops of the buildings, they were so tall.


  It was overwhelming. And amazing.


  Queens was a place to sleep, but Manhattan was a place to live. She felt herself falling in love with every step.


  She let the crowd pick her up and carry her toward the park, then darted up the wide stone steps. Tables and chairs covered a concrete pavilion. Old men with chessboards covered the chairs. Everywhere they were playing and talking and laughing. A dozen languages filled her ears. A young guy with a violin sat in the grass. An immaculate Mozart concerto floated on the breeze from his direction, and even the kids playing stopped to listen at times.


  Victoria pushed her hair out of her eyes and checked her phone. 42nd Street would take her to 7th Avenue, and 7th Avenue would take her Times Square. Easy enough. It was hard to imagine what it would be like to get around the city without a smartphone. She set off on a mission to be as touristy as possible.


  Halfway between 6th and 7th Avenues the heat hit her. She realized it had been there since she left the park, but she just hadn’t noticed it. It was sweltering in the canyons between buildings. A drip of sweat ran down her back. Not much of a breeze blew along the streets to cool her, and each time she passed a subway grate a blast of warm, fetid air blew up and made it worse.


  She turned the corner onto 7th Avenue still thinking about the heat, but the first glimpse of Times Square overwhelmed all other thoughts.


  It was huge.


  It was beyond huge. A riot of colors climbed the sides of the buildings. A cacophony of sounds assaulted her ears. Horns honked. Salesmen called out from doorways, thrusting brochures. The scent of pizza drifted past from a pizzeria.


  Signs rose ten or twenty stories. It was easy to imagine Spiderman swinging from billboard to billboard.


  And the people. If she thought there were a lot of people in Bryant Park, Times Square sent her mind reeling. Men. Women. Kids. Horses. And everyone jabbering to someone else or into a cell phone. The Tower of Babylon hadn’t known so many tongues.


  She looked more closely at the nearest horse. A uniformed cop sat on its back. Both of them looked bored as they watched the crowds. Other cops stood in pairs, watching the crowd. When she took the time to notice them, there were cops on nearly every corner.


  Taxis and limos still clogged the streets, and mixed in with them were giant tour buses. Victoria worked her way down the street, losing herself in the crowd. It was like a mall. A really, really big mall. A really, really big mall the weekend before Christmas.


  She stopped beside a set of bleachers at 47th Street and just watched the crowd. Calling it a mall didn’t do it justice.


  “You should see it at night.” A middle-aged woman in a navy pantsuit stopped beside her.


  Victoria glanced at her, unsure what to say.


  “It’s something else.” The woman disappeared into the crowd, continuing on to wherever she was going.


  It was definitely something. Victoria took out her phone. She still had an afternoon to kill, and as much fun as shopping would be, she didn’t even have a job yet. Instead, she turned back toward Bryant Park. The library would be a fine place to escape the heat. And the street vendors outside would be a fine place to score a cheap lunch.


  Chapter 10


  Trent


  


  GROUND Zero?” Trent asked.


  


  “I got bored.” Victoria shifted the phone to her other ear. The new tower was going up a block away, and the south end of the island had just been a quick train ride from Midtown.


  “Well, meeting at Grand Central probably doesn’t make sense then. I’m at Pine and William. How about you meet me at City Hall? Can you find that?”


  “I can look it up on my phone.” Probably. The battery wasn’t holding up real well after using the map feature all afternoon.


  “It’s a couple blocks east of you. I’ll see you in a few minutes.”


  “I can’t wait.”


  The walk wasn’t bad, but the sidewalks were more crowded than ever. It was nearly as packed as Times Square, but all these people were intent on going somewhere. She slowed down as she approached City Hall and nearly got flattened by a woman in a business suit.


  “Watch where you’re going,” the woman barked without looking.


  “Sorry.” She was already gone. Victoria ducked across the flow of people and stopped between two planters. She tried to look for Trent, but there were a million men in suits, each more anonymous than the next.


  After a few minutes of waiting, her phone buzzed again. “Look straight ahead. I’m in a cab.”


  A gray-clad arm waved from a yellow sedan. Victoria waved back. “I see you.” She pocketed her phone and pushed her way through the crowd.


  Trent pushed open the door and beckoned her inside. He dominated the cab like a king on his throne. Even at the end of a workday and in the backseat of a taxi, he looked amazing. His gray suit was immaculate and exactly the shade of his eyes. A broad grin cracked his slightly stubbled face. “How’s the city treating you?”


  Victoria sat beside him. She smiled so wide it practically hurt. “It’s amazing. Overwhelming. So unlike Nebraska. I think Manhattan and Omaha have about as much in common as the Earth and the Moon.”


  Trent chuckled. “You might be right. I called ahead to Les Havres. The one on Park.”


  “What’s Les Havres?”


  “A French brasserie. Tony Bordeaux’s place when he’s in town.”


  “Ohhh.” Her eyes grew wide. “That sounds great.” The cab switched lanes, then swung around a corner, sending Victoria sliding across the seat into Trent. As he caught her and helped her sit up, she caught his scent. A touch of cologne, a dab of aftershave, the barest hint of sweat. It was like smelling the Platonic ideal of manliness. Between his scent and his touch, her stomach fluttered.


  “Are you okay?” He patted her knee.


  “Sorry. I wasn’t expecting the turn. I’m good.” She let her hand brush his thigh, feeling the contrasting softness of his suit and the hardness of his muscle. A shiver went through her. God, he was sitting in the back of a cab after a day at the office and he was sexy as hell. Why had she waited to move to New York?


  The cab’s horn honked, then it pulled to a stop. “This is it,” the driver called back. He watched in the rear-view mirror as Trent swiped a credit card. “You need a receipt?”


  “We’re good.” Trent pushed open the door and helped Victoria out to the sidewalk.


  A hostess greeted them at the door. A long wooden divider ran down the middle of the restaurant, splitting it roughly in half. She was around Victoria’s age and Indian. “Welcome to Les--“


  Trent cut her off. “Just two.”


  The hostess narrowed her eyes, but grabbed menus and led them around the left side of the divider toward the tables without saying anything to get herself in trouble. Victoria admired her poise. To the right of the divider was the bar. About half the tables were already full, maybe thirty people total, their susurrus of conversation hanging in the air.


  The lights were lower on the dining side, and it had a very intimate feel. When the hostess set their menus on the table, Trent pulled out Victoria’s chair and waited for her to sit.


  Trent spoke without looking at a menu. “A bottle of the Château Lécuyer, Pomerol.”


  “Very good, sir.”


  It was wine, Victoria assumed, though she wasn’t sure what kind. It seemed odd that he’d order it straight from the hostess without waiting for a server, but he knew the restaurant better than she did.


  Trent placed his jacket over the back of the chair, twitching the shoulders so it hung without a wrinkle. “I hope you like Bordeaux. It’s one of my favorites.”


  “I do.” More or less. She was more of a margarita and daiquiri kind of girl, but what was the point of being in New York if you drank the same crap you could get in Nebraska?


  Trent leaned forward, resting his forearms on the table. “So how was your first day in the city? I’ve heard folks say it’s overwhelming the first time they visit.”


  “It is. It’s beyond overwhelming. I can’t get used to the fact that there’s no sky. There’s so much to see, so much to hear, so much to smell.”


  Trent laughed. “I bet. Omaha was sort of like that for me, but in reverse. I’ve been in the city all my life. My idea of a wide open space is Central Park, and then you’re sharing it with a thousand other people.”


  “I went to Times Square earlier, and then down to Ground Zero. I still want to get up to Central Park and to the Statue of Liberty. And the Empire State Building.”


  “Well, you said you’re out here for good, right?”


  Victoria nodded.


  “Then pace yourself.”


  A pair of waitresses arrived with the wine. Both had burgundy aprons wrapped around their waists, white blouses and wide smiles. “Excellent choice on the wine, sir,” the older of the two said. She held forth the bottle, letting Trent inspect the cork. He waved it away, so she decorked it and poured a finger’s worth of wine into a glass.


  Trent took a sniff, tested a sip, then nodded. “Very good.”


  “Excellent.” The waitress poured two glasses while her assistant watched. “My name is Bethany and I’ll be taking care of you tonight. Is there anything you have questions about or anything you’d like to get started?”


  Trent ordered escargot. The waitresses complimented his choice and left without writing down the order.


  “Order whatever you like.” Trent pointed to the menu. “The Lapin à la Moutarde de Meaux is wonderful.”


  “Okay.” The menu wasn’t long, but everything in it looked good. It took her a moment to locate the lapin and determine that it was a rabbit with mustard sauce. Surprisingly, it wasn’t all that expensive. She expected a Manhattan dinner to cost more. The expense probably came from the drinks.


  “You alright?”


  Victoria glanced up, meeting Trent’s frank gaze. She realized that she was frowning at the menu. “I’m good.” She smiled, trying to put him at ease. “It’s different than what I’m used to.”


  He looked right through her, and it felt like he was gazing within her. “You said you’re staying with your friend from high school? Cheryl?”


  “Christine. She went--“


  “What part of the city is she in?”


  “Queens.”


  Trent’s easy smile faltered for a second, then corrected itself. “Interesting. She’s the musician, right? From the show we went to in Omaha?”


  “Yeah, she sings for The Flaming Ravens. It’s rock, not jazz, though.”


  “Speaking of jazz, I talked to my boy Dalton at the office. He says Birdland in Hell’s Kitchen is his favorite spot. You might check it out.”


  “I have an audition lined up for this weekend, but that sounds good. Right now I just want to get to know some people in the music scene. Christine knows a few clubs, but they’re mostly rock.”


  The waitresses returned with a basket of bread, then took their orders. Victoria went with the rabbit like Trent suggested. If he thought it was good, she might as well try it. He seemed pleased that she followed his suggestion.


  Trent topped off her wine. “The bread is good. Not as good as the stuff Tony wrote about in Restaurant Secrets, but good.”


  Victoria plucked a darker piece from the basket, feeling the rough texture between her fingers. Bits crumbled off onto the table as she raised it to her mouth. Trent was right: it was good. Rich. Warm. Yeasty.


  “You like it?” Trent asked.


  “Absolutely.”


  “So I was going to get tickets to ‘Wicked’ tonight, but my concierge let me down. We can go try to find another show with open seats, if you want. Or I can just give you a tour of the town.” He presented them neutrally, and Victoria couldn’t tell which he’d rather do.


  “Whichever you want. Either one sounds good.”


  “How about the tour, then? Actually, you know what, how about we go up to the park? It’ll be cooler by the time we finish dinner. You said you wanted to see it, right? It’s gorgeous in the summer.”


  Dinner and a romantic evening in the park? It was like a fairy tale. “Okay.”


  The food came, and it was better than Victoria had imagined. The meat fell apart on the fork, the carrots and potatoes were cooked to perfection and the sauce had a wine and mustard flavor that seemed to dance on her tongue. Even after she finished the meat and vegetables, she used a hunk of the French bread to soak up the extra sauce.


  “You like it, I take it?” Trent had left his food half eaten.


  “It’s very good. I don’t think I’ve ever had French food before.”


  “That’s something New York has on just about anywhere else in the world. We have food from every culture, usually only a block apart. And all of it’s amazing. It has to be or it doesn’t last.”


  “I can believe it.”


  The waitresses appeared again, this time with dessert menus. Trent ordered a crème brûléeand bananas flambé without asking for Victoria’s input, but she didn’t mind. He was the native. He knew what would be good.


  Trent made small talk about the deal he was working, and the waitresses brought the dessert after only a few minutes. She set them in the table and left them with a pair of saucers and two spoons.


  Victoria lifted her spoon, then paused. “Which is better?”


  “The crème brûlée, usually.” Trent carved a chunk of banana from the flambé and took a bite. His nose turned up. “It’s adequate.”


  Victoria poked her spoon through the sugary crust on the crème brûléeand scooped up some of the custard from beneath. It smelled of cinnamon and vanilla. Her mouth started to water as she raised the bite to her mouth. It tasted...


  Terrible.


  “What’s wrong?” Trent paused, his spoon poised above the brûlée.


  Victoria grabbed her napkin and spit into it. “It’s sour.” She took a sip of wine to wash the taste from her mouth.


  Trent caught a little on the edge of his spoon and sampled it. “You’re right. That’s disgusting.” He looked around the restaurant, spotted the waitress. “Hey miss!” He beckoned her over.


  The elder waitress came over, her assistant trailing behind her. “What can I do for you? Coffee?”


  “This is rancid.” He jabbed an accusatory finger at the bowl. “Take it away.”


  Both waitresses’ eyes grew wide. “Of course, sir. Immediately. Can we bring you something else instead?”


  “No,” Victoria blurted. She looked at Trent and blushed. “I don’t care for anything else. You can.”


  Trent’s expression darkened. He turned to the waitress. “We’re finished. Bring me the check.” He slapped his credit card on the table.


  “I’m sorry,” Victoria said. “I still have that taste in my mouth. More sugar doesn’t sound good.”


  “It’s fine.” Trent pushed his dessert saucer away. “They should know better. I can’t believe they brought something like that to the table.”


  The waitress didn’t come back. Instead, a jowly middle-aged man in a black suit and burgundy vest came over to their table. “Mr. Pearce, I’m very sorry. I have, of course, comped both desserts as well as the lady’s meal.”


  Trent looked him up and down. “Thanks.” His voice was hard.


  The manager, Victoria assumed he had to be the manager, took half a step back. He was practically shaking by the time Trent signed the receipt and collected his credit card.


  Trent ignored him and rose, holding out a hand for Victoria. “Let’s find somewhere better for dessert.”


  Victoria let him lead her to the front of the restaurant. She glanced back to see if the manager was okay, but he was already gone. Probably to berate the servers and the cooks and anyone else he could find.


  “Is it a long walk to Central Park?” Victoria asked once they were outside.


  “Walk?” Trent laughed. “We’ll take a cab.” He went to the curb and held up a hand. 


  Chapter 11


  Beta


  


  BETA couldn’t remember the last time a girl asked him to go on a date. Probably because it had never happened. And Charlotte wanted to pick him up. It was the weirdest thing he’d ever heard of, even it was with Victoria’s best friend. Maybe Charlotte would know how Victoria was doing in New York.


  


  He took his time shaving, making sure he got every hair on his neck. If he wasn’t careful, they got ingrown and then they got infected and that was just a pain in the neck he wanted to avoid. He grinned at his own joke as he slathered on some lotion to help with the burn. He rolled deodorant under his arms, wincing at the sting. It took prescription strength stuff to keep him dry, and then he smelled like a New Orleans flophouse. Still, it was better than having sweat-soaked pits before they even reached the restaurant.


  He was dressed in khakis and a polo shirt when the doorbell rang. Chuckles was laying on the end of the bed, and he raised his head to look at the door, then quickly went back to his nap. Chuckles had been a pretty good cat since Victoria had dropped him off a month before. He hadn’t pissed on the carpet once.


  Beta opened the door, then blinked. Charlotte looked good. Her blonde hair draped around her shoulders, and the skirt she wore hugged her wide hips like it was skin. She was bigger, thicker than Victoria, but he hadn’t really given her credit for how pretty she could be. “Uh, hey, Charlotte. You want to come in?”


  Charlotte peeked around him, her eyes settling on Chuckles. “How’s the cat?”


  Beta’s brow furrowed. “Huh? He’s good.” Chuckles was still snoozing. His new climbing tower sat in the corner. Sometime around sunset he’d wake up and go to town on it, but most of the time he just chilled.


  “Then no, I don’t need to come inside.” She turned and started walking, forcing Beta to tug the door closed and hurry to catch up.


  “You look nice,” Beta offered.


  Charlotte ignored him. “I’m open to suggestions on food. As long as it’s not Appleburys.”


  “I don’t know. I thought you--“


  “No, I didn’t really plan this. It was a spur of the moment thing.”


  “Oh.” Beta didn’t feel nearly as heartbroken as he expected. Mostly he felt confused. For spur of the moment, she’d certainly dressed up.


  Charlotte stopped at her car--a boxy, full-sized Town Car--and looked him over. “How about Mexican? I could kill for a margarita or three.”


  “Alright.” Chips and salsa always sounded good, and a frosty Dos Equis didn’t sound too bad, either. Or a Negra Modelo. He wasn’t picky.


  “It’s my mom’s car,” Charlotte said as they drove.


  “I didn’t think you were the Buick type.” Beta wiggled in his seat. It was a nice ride, though. Leather with faux wood trim. The road noise was a fraction of his Civic.


  “You know my mom has cancer, right?”


  “Still?”


  Grimness squeezed Charlotte’s face. Her knuckles turned white on the steering wheel. “Yeah. She doesn’t have long left.”


  “Jesus, Charlotte, I’m sorry. I had no idea.”


  Her grimness shifted to sadness, and then she smiled. “We’ve come to terms with it. Anyway, I’m staying with her and so I’ve been using her car. Now, on a cheerier topic, how are you?”


  “I’m good. Work keeps me busy.”


  “That’s good.”


  Beta squinted at her. How was work keeping him busy a good thing? She must have seen his confusion.


  “You realize that half the people in our graduating class don’t have jobs, right? At least not in their field.”


  They turned into the lot for La Casa Blanca and parked near the back. There wasn’t a line out the door, but there were people in the entryway.


  “Well, I’m not quite doing what I want. It’s mostly help desk with some programming.”


  “It beats working in a restaurant, though.”


  “I guess.”


  “No, really. It has to beat working in a restaurant. When’s the last time you left work smelling like grease?”


  They walked side by side toward the front of the restaurant. “Well, we did have Pizza Hut for lunch on Tuesday.”


  Charlotte laughed. “Yeah, I don’t think that counts.”


  Beta edged through the crowd toward the hostess stand, then gave up and held up two fingers. The hostess beckoned him toward her.


  “We have a table for two if you don’t mind a small one,” she said in a Spanish accent.


  Beta glanced at Charlotte. She nodded. “Sure,” Beta told the hostess.


  The table was tiny, alright. Barely big enough to hold a basket of chips. Beta held Charlotte’s chair for her, then sat down across from her. His eyes wandered out the window. A yellow moving truck idled past. An oversized Ford truck honked as it changed lanes without signaling.


  “Earth to Beta. Come in, Beta.”


  Beta jerked his attention back to Charlotte. “Sorry.”


  She shook her head. “You been okay lately, kid? No one has seen you much.”


  “I’ve been working.”


  “And holing up in your apartment to play video games?”


  “Maybe.” He hadn’t felt like interacting with people. Not in real life, anyway. Besides, who said real life people were all that counted? He had plenty of internet friends.


  The waitress dropped off chips and took their drink orders. Beta let his attention wander back outside.


  “You still love her, don’t you?” Charlotte asked.


  “What?” Charlotte was peering across the table at him, and it was like a light had turned on behind her eyes. “What are you talking about?”


  “You didn’t ask Victoria out casually back in June. You really love her. How many girls have you dated since the last time she broke your heart?”


  “I really don’t know what you’re talking about, Charlotte. I just like to keep up with old friends.”


  “Bullshit. You took her to dinner, then you went to her show. How many girls have you dated in the last three years, Beta? Don’t lie to me.”


  He slumped forward. “None.”


  “And you just work and play video games?”


  “Yeah.”


  “God, no wonder she wasn’t interested. Beta, you need to grow up. I mean this in the nicest possible way, but you’re the same person you were when we were sixteen and I tried to get you to go smoke weed with us behind Christianson’s barn.”


  “I do other stuff, too. I’ve been to a couple concerts. I even went to some of the College World Series games in June.”


  “But you still love Victoria.” Charlotte sat up straighter. “God, I feel so much better.”


  “I’m glad you do.”


  “Really, Beta. I was worried. It’s so simple, though. If you love her, you need to go win her.”


  Beta laughed. “From Mr. Rich Dude in Manhattan?”


  Charlotte raised an eyebrow. “Yes.”


  “What do I have on that guy? He’s like a hotshot investment banker. I’m a Midwestern computer nerd.”


  “You want to be a hotshot programmer, right?”


  Beta nodded.


  “Girls love that. Computers are sexy. Stocks are for old men.”


  “Old men with Ferraris and Rolexes.”


  “I bet the nerd that started Google has a dozen Ferraris.” Charlotte leaned forward. “Listen to me, Beta. If you love her, you have to woo her. Go to New York. Get a real job. Don’t like stalk her or anything, but just be in the area. Fifty percent of love is proximity.”


  Beta crossed his arms. “I can’t do that. I don’t know anything about New York. No one there would even want to hire me.”


  “Have you sent out resumes?”


  “No.”


  Charlotte smiled victoriously. “You’re the smartest computer nerd I know. Send out resumes. Sell yourself. Hell, maybe some of your internet buddies are hiring.”


  “So that’s it? That’s why you wanted to go out tonight? To lecture me?”


  “No, I told Victoria I would keep an eye on her cat before she left, and I forgot to do anything. Now I can tell her we had dinner and everything is fine.”


  Beta was just about to shove his foot firmly into his mouth and tell her what a terrible person she was, but the drinks arrived. Twenty-two ounces of dark beer gave him just enough of a pause to keep his mouth shut.


  Charlotte gulped down half her margarita in one long swallow. “You can do it, Beta. I met this Trent guy she’s seeing.”


  “What’s that mean?”


  “He’s a prick. I don’t know what she sees in him, but all he sees is the prettiest girl in Nebraska.” She lowered her voice. “It also means you have a chance. Act like a grown-up for a few months. You never know what will happen with Victoria.”


  “I’ll try.”


  Dinner proceeded easily enough, and an hour later Charlotte was dropping him off outside his apartment. And on the plus side, he wasn’t even going to be late for the EVE op.


  Chapter 12


  Sailing


  
    AS dates went, Victoria had to admit that no one had ever taken her sailing. Just the thought of it was simultaneously exhilarating and frightening. The wind in her hair, the salt in her eyes, she would be queen of the world.


    


    Then there was the drowning.


    She could swim. That wasn’t an issue. And the boat had lifejackets, but as she waited on the dock while Trent checked over the sailboat, she couldn’t help but worry about the waves. The lakes in Nebraska didn’t really have waves, not like the ocean. She could see Moriches Bay to her right, glittering blue over a spit of grass-topped sand. Long, broad swells rode across the bay, and from where she sat, it looked impossibly big.


    “Alright, come onboard,” Trent called. He stood on the side of the boat, one hand resting on the rope that held the boat to the pier. His shirt stretched over his chest and shoulders, the white weave almost translucent.


    Victoria jumped from the dock to the boat, feeling it wobble beneath her as she landed. It wasn’t big. Maybe twenty feet. Plenty of room for the two of them.


    Trent pulled the loop of rope off the piling and shoved them out into the water. A moment later the outboard motor rumbled to life and they started chugging out toward the bay.


    Victoria peeked under the awning in front of Trent. It covered the front of the boat, protecting the lifejackets and the fishing rods and the basket they’d brought for dinner.


    She perched beside Trent on the captain’s bench, their shoulders rubbing. The wind ruffled his hair, and with the sail tied up behind him, he looked like a natural boater. “How far out are we going to go?”


    “Just into the bay.” He grinned. “The sunset over the island is magnificent.”


    “Are we going to see it set over Manhattan?”


    That brought a laugh and a smile and a gaze that was positively smoldering. “Not quite.” A shiver went through Victoria, bringing goosebumps even through the August heat.


    They rounded the closest point of land and entered the bay. The waves weren’t bad. Maybe a couple feet, and coming in regular, gentle swells. The boat rode through them, rising and falling and splashing. She turned her face into the breeze, breathing in the fresh scent of the salt spray. It washed over them, dampening both their shirts and revealing Victoria’s purple bikini and Trent’s bronzed chest.


    Once they were out in the bay, well away from land, Trent killed the motor. “Now we’ll actually sail.”


    He scurried about the boat, checking knots and unfurling the sails. It only took him a few minutes to get everything into place. Victoria didn’t really know what he was doing, but she watched, trying to pay attention. She kept expecting him to explain what was going on, why he was tying that knot or rearrange those ropes, but he only hummed while he worked.


    “There we are.” He adjusted the boom, and the wind caught the sail, pulling it back with a hard snap. The boat started sliding through the water again. Trent grinned. “And now we are sailing.”


    It felt a lot like motoring, to be honest. But she wasn’t going to tell him that. The boat still rose and fell, rocking her gently, but the sound was altogether different. The slap of the hull hitting the water mixed with the hum of the wind in the lines, a perfect little symphony. A girl could take a really fantastic nap, if she weren’t concerned about getting sunburned.


    Speaking of sunburn, Victoria realized that she needed to reapply sunscreen or she really would end up getting cooked. She was rubbing lotion on her legs when she looked up and caught Trent admiring her.


    “Carry on,” he said. “I don’t mind.”


    Victoria looked from Trent to the bottle of sunscreen. “Could you help me with my back?”


    His eyebrows rose, but a grin tickled the corners of his mouth. “Of course.”


    Trent worked his hands over her shoulders, massaging her as he rubbed the lotion into her skin. Victoria sat there, breath held, enjoying his touch. He had terribly strong, amazingly soft fingers. Her mind wandered, imagining him sliding them around to her chest, dipping them low over her belly. She shook at the thought of it, her core starting to warm.


    “Are you okay?” He pulled his hands away.


    “I’m good.” It came out strangled. “Get... Get a little lower.”


    Trent chuckled, low and deep, and his hands found her back again, just below her bikini strap. He worked the lotion lower, right to the edge of her swimsuit bottom. She held her breath, waiting to see if--


    He did.


    His hands brushed over her rump, rubbing the lotion onto the swell of her ass. Victoria sucked in a breath. “That’s enough.”


    It was good. It was beyond good. But she wasn’t ready for it. Not yet. If he kept that up, she knew where they’d end up: the towel spread over the front of the boat.


    Trent pulled away and commenced rubbing lotion onto his chest and arms. “You mind repaying the favor?” He turned his back toward her.


    Victoria rubbed the lotion onto him, but she did it more perfunctorily than he had, using broad swipes and taking care to avoid his waistband.


    They sailed for an hour or so, until the sun dipped low on the horizon, then split the basket of food and a bottle of wine. It was a perfectly lovely evening, but she wasn’t ready and he seemed to realize it without her needing to say anything. Still, a chill hung in the air. Trent was friendly enough, but she could see the disappointment behind his eyes as they motored back to the pier.

  


  Chapter 13


  Jazz


  
    THE guy at the mic crooned in a gravelly voice as Victoria waited in the wing. Sweat trickled down her back. A spotlight shined on the center of the stage, and she knew it would only be hotter under the light. Her chest felt tight, and she wasn’t sure she was ready to get in front of a club and sing. Not in New York.


    


    The singer finished with a flourish, then bowed. A scattering of applause greeted him, then the light flicked off. Victoria waited as he left and the club’s owner went on stage to introduce her.


    “Alright, folks, next up we have a gal all the way in from Omaha, Nebraska. She’s got a real silky, soulful voice, and I’m sure you’ll love it. Let’s give it up for Victoria Strauss!”


    Faint applause echoed from the back of the theater. Probably Trent.


    The spotlight followed her as she crossed the stage. A few people in the audience clapped, but no one was impressed, not yet.


    “Thank you,” she told Billy, the owner, as he passed her the mic.


    “Chin up, chest out.” His eyes stopped squarely on the exposed skin below her neck, then he strode off, leaving her alone in the light.


    Maybe fifty people were in the club. It shouldn’t have been an intimidating number. Fifty was fewer people than were usually at Mario’s on a Saturday night, and she’d sung in front of ten times that many a few times at churches, but these people were real jazz fans. People with taste. People that would know if she screwed up.


    She searched the crowd, looking for Trent. The lights were so bright in her eyes that she couldn’t find him.


    “Sing something for us, honey!” someone yelled from the darkness.


    Victoria looked toward the band and nodded. The first notes of “Cry Me a River” came from the piano, hard and fast. Victoria tapped her foot, waiting. As soon as she launched into the song, everything else dwindled.


    Her voice rose high and pure. She cruised along, not taking any risks, just trying to hit each note without embarrassing herself. The song ended and the band waited a measure, then went straight into the much slower “I’ll Be Seeing You.”


    Victoria held onto the microphone stand, nearly draping herself around it, trying to wring every bit of herself into the song. It was slow, languorous and the closest thing to spiritual she’d felt in years. Her long dress fluttered around her ankles, a midnight blue so dark it was nearly black. By the time she finished, she felt drained, but there was still one more song to go.


    “(Sittin on) The Dock of the Bay” probably wasn’t what the audience expected, but it was a song she loved. She made sure to draw out “tiiiiime” like Otis Redding, but with her own sultry flair. She even nailed the whistling parts, because it just wasn’t the same without them.


    Her eyes burned with sweat as she finished, her heart was hammering in her chest, and her legs felt like rubber. She waited, praying they’d like her. It wasn’t quite an open mic since she’d needed to prove herself in an audition, but Billy wasn’t paying her, either, not until he knew she wouldn’t bomb.


    No one booed.


    But only a few people clapped, and it stopped quickly.


    “Thank you.” Victoria bowed and tried to leave gracefully, hoping no one could tell that it wasn’t just sweat in her eyes.


    Billy passed her as she reached the curtain, but he hardly even looked at her. That couldn’t be good. Not at all. She made her way down the brick hallway toward the green room in a daze. She thought she’d killed it, but no one even responded.


    “Oh honey, don’t be so down on yourself.” Rita she called herself, tried to console her. “You did good. No one gets cheered their first night.”


    “Thanks.” Victoria passed where Rita was sitting on a stool fixing her hair. No one else was in the green room. They’d either performed already or had somewhere nicer to prep. Billy didn’t waste space on the folks he wasn’t paying.


    “I’m serious,” Rita continued. “I was listening. You’ve got a fine set of lungs, girl. Don’t you let Billy tell you nothing else.”


    “Thanks, Rita.” Victoria slipped her arms into her jacket and gathered her purse.


    “You just going to leave without waiting to hear what he says? I wouldn’t do that if I was you.”


    “Yeah. He has my number.” Victoria blinked back tears. She had to get out before Billy came in and she broke down into hysterics.


    “Alright, sweetie. You have a good night.”


    Shadows clung to the alley walls outside the back of the club. Victoria stood on the fire escape, just trying to breathe. The night air was warm and stale, not helping her. She spent a minute trying to get her bearings. Red and yellow smears of graffiti covered the opposite wall, bubbly, oozing letters. Cats screeched in the darkness to her left, horns honked distantly to her right. Trashcans and dumpsters lined both walls, stretching from one end of the alley to the other.


    As she reached the ground, her phone buzzed. “Hey, Trent.”


    “Are you okay, Vic? You looked shaken up as you left the stage.” Faint music played from his end. The house band, probably.


    “I bombed. I’ll live.”


    “Are you still backstage? We don’t have to stay here.”


    “I’m heading around to the front. Can you meet me out front?” A shadow moved in front of her, and Victoria’s heart skipped a beat. A cat dashed past, heading toward the fighting. Or mating. It was hard to tell the difference.


    “Of course.” The phone went dead.


    Trent wasn’t the sort to inquire after her safety, she’d learned that in the last few months. Once he had a goal in front of him, he was after it like a terrier.


    She expected to get mugged every time she passed a dumpster, but all she found were heavy black bags and more cats. She was nearly to the mouth of the alley when a particularly big cat strutted past. It gave her a moment of déjà vu--it looked just like Chuckles. The déjà vu gave way to a pang of regret. She hadn’t messaged Beta in a month to ask about the Chuckster. Between the restaurant, the clubs and Trent, she’d hardly had time to think about either of them.


    “Vic, you okay?” Trent stood at the mouth of the alley, looking in.


    “Huh? Yeah. I’m good.” She hurried out of the shadows and onto the sidewalk. “Sorry. I saw a cat that reminded me of the one I left back home.”


    Trent ambled down 9thAvenue, heading south. “I doubt it would cross the bridge from Queens to this side of Manhattan.”


    “Back home in Omaha, I meant.”


    “Ah.” He strode on silently for a few moments. “Well, the night is still young. Do you want to find another club or get a drink or...”


    “No more clubs.” She walked beside him, enjoying the night air. The official start of fall was only a few days away, but you wouldn’t know it by the daytime temperatures. It was still brutally hot in the city. “I think I’ve had enough music for the day.”


    “Drink then?”


    She considered it. If baseball was America’s pastime, drinking was New York’s. Half the time they got a drink before going to dinner where they split a bottle of wine (or two), and then went out somewhere else and ended up with more drinks.


    “Could we just go back to your place?”


    Trent didn’t break stride. “Sure.”


    A cab approached from the opposite direction, and Trent stepped to the curb with an arm raised and two fingers extended. The cab stopped in the middle of the street.


    “Come on.” Trent dashed through a gap in the traffic and jerked the back door of the cab open.


    Victoria dove inside, and Trent tumbled in after her. Horns honked around them.


    “Where to, folks?” The cabbie asked. He was a florid white guy, a rarity in Victoria’s narrow New York experience. The cabbie behind them yelled, but it wasn’t in English. Their cabbie flipped the other driver the bird, but he didn’t seem in any particular hurry.


    Trent sat up and adjusted his blazer. “Fifty-seventh and Lexington.”


    The cab picked up speed, and curses behind them disappeared. Victoria leaned against Trent, letting her arm rest on his shoulder. “You still have any of the Château Lécuyer?”


    “Probably. If not, I’m sure I have something better.” He slipped his arm around her, and she snuggled closer. It felt good to have a real man in her life. She was looking forward to the rest of the evening.


    ***


    Trent’s apartment didn’t look like a man had decorated it, but then, one hadn’t. A hotshot investment banker didn’t spend his time at Ikea. He probably got a referral for an interior designer from someone at the office and let them do the work of choosing the furniture, ensuring it was delivered without scratches and supervising the laborers as they put everything in place.


    The upside was stainless steel and black leather furniture that matched the tasteful Mondrian reproductions on the walls. The downside was that the dishes were hideously modern and the wineglasses were too big.


    Well, maybe the wine glasses weren’t a problem. Victoria took another sip and tried not to think about how much the bottle cost. There hadn’t been any Château Lécuyer, so Trent had opened another Bordeaux that she couldn’t pronounce. It had a hint of cherries and a luxurious mouthfeel, and she felt like she could drink the whole bottle without realizing it if Trent kept refilling her glass.


    A couple glasses of wine dulled the misery of another failed audition, but despair filled her. Being so far from home was hard. Christine was seldom in town, and Trent was so busy. They’d only managed two other dates since they’d gone sailing.


    Her face tingled pleasantly as she set the empty glass on the end table. Trent sat beside her, his blazer gone and the top three buttons of his shirt unbuttoned to reveal a bronze patch of skin. Even from the other end of the couch, Victoria could see the shape of his chest. The hard plane of his pecs. The way the shirt could barely contain his broad shoulders. She wondered why she’d waited so long to come back to his apartment.


    Trent smiled, flashing white teeth, then scooted closer. His arm slid around her, and she leaned against him, letting a hand slip to his thigh.


    “You’re beautiful, you know,” Trent whispered. His breath rustled her hair.


    Victoria tilted her head back, intending to thank him. Halfway there, his lips met hers. All her worry, all her fears melted as their tongues collided. He kissed confidently, precisely teasing and pulling away, nipping at her lip, then coming back again.


    Victoria fumbled with the buttons on his shirt, then with his belt, all without breaking the contact at their lips. She was working on the button on his slacks when he pulled away.


    “Your turn.” He tugged at the zipper on the back of her dress, and she let him slide it down to the top of her rump. She shrugged, and it fell free, revealing the only thing she had on underneath it, a cherry red thong. Couldn’t have lines showing through the dress, after all.


    Trent’s eyes swept over her, drinking in the curve of her hips and the swell of her breasts. Victoria stood up straighter, giving him an eyeful. His smile broadened.


    She motioned toward his belt. “What are you doing with your pants still on?”


    It took him only a moment to strip, and then it was her turn to admire him. Broad shoulders and a muscled chest that tapered to a narrow waist. The bulge in his boxers told her everything else she needed to know.


    “Get a condom,” she whispered.


    He strode away purposefully toward the bedroom. She thought about following, but she was wobbly enough just standing there. He came back a moment later, a square package in hand.


    She stepped closer, pressing herself against him. One hand went around his back, the other to his waistband. A wriggle and a shimmy later, and they were both naked.


    His manhood was thick, long and hard as granite. He unrolled the condom down the length of his shaft, then slipped between her legs, his throbbing cock twitching against her folds. He ran his lips along her neck, kissing her from shoulder to ear. A nip at the ear sent a wave through her, and she knew she was ready. Every nerve in her body was overloaded by his nearness. His cock pressed against her, parting her. Victoria moaned as he entered.


    She bucked against him, her hands cupping his ass, trying to pull him closer even though they were already tight together. She wanted to feel him buried within her. Wanted to taste him. Wanted to consume him.


    Trent lifted her easily, never leaving her aching channel, and set her on the leather sofa. It was cool and soft, a perfect contrast to Trent’s burning hardness. He caught her wrists, lifted her arms above her head, and pinned her. His weight pressed into her, pushing her against the cushion. He was so big, so hard and so in charge.


    Victoria quivered beneath him, helpless as he plunged into her. “Yes!”


    Trent hissed out a breath. His grip on her wrists tightened, and he drove in harder, deeper. Every time she tried to adjust, he pushed his thighs out, pinning her like a butterfly. His mouth found hers. His tongue speared inward, and she was pinned on both ends, helpless beneath him.


    Trent slid in and out, driving at a rhythm of his choosing, not giving her a chance to adjust or complain. He pushed her right to the edge. Molten heat filled her, threatening to burst, and then he grew even harder. His thrusts took a different tempo. He pulled his mouth away, gasping. With a final thrust, he was finished.


    Victoria lay beneath him, still pinned, and waited. She was so close, she could feel it. Two more minutes and she’d be over the finish line and--


    He let go of her wrists and pulled out without warning. It was like a dissonant chord, leaving her gasping and wanting, hoping for the last note to end the symphony. He stood before her, oblivious. His manhood already drooped, pulled down by the filled rubber dangling from the tip.


    “I take it you enjoyed it?” he asked, a smirk on his face.


    Did he not realize she hadn’t come? “Of course.” She smiled, tight and fake. Maybe in an hour he could finish the job.


    “I’m going to grab a shower. Do you want to stay here tonight?”


    “If that’s alright.” Of course she wanted to stay. Who wanted to take a train to Queens at one in the morning? And damn it, he was going to finish the job, shower or not.


    He led her to the bedroom. It was as thoroughly modern as the living room. An oversized bed with a black and white comforter pulled tight over the mattress and a black wooden frame that almost looked metal. He found her a pair of white boxers and an undershirt, then went to the shower.


    Victoria dressed herself slowly. She went to the kitchen and checked the fridge for something non-alcoholic to drink. The buzz from the wine was gone, and she needed something else to wet her throat. The fridge was practically empty. A carton of orange juice and a box of Chinese take-out were all that was in it. The orange juice was expired.


    She settled for a glass of water, then went back to Trent’s room to wait. The fire between her legs had ebbed, but she was still ready for a second round. When he finally got out of the shower, she hoped that he’d want to finish what he started, but when he came to bed and turned his back to her, she knew he was done for the night.


    She rose and went to the bathroom. It was slate and chrome and gleaming glass. She turned on the shower and stepped inside. If he wouldn’t finish the job, she could do it herself.

  


  Chapter 14


  Omaha


  
    CHUCKLES lay stretched out on Beta’s desk, his gray head tucked against his paws. He watched the screen with rapt attention as the corp’s lasers danced over the hull of some poor shmuck’s jump freighter. Noobs ought to know better than to light a jump beacon in a system with someone else in it.


    


    Bloodboat’s voice came through the speakers, deep and gravelly, “Nice catch, Beta. How’d you get him?”


    Beta grinned. ‘Boat was always interested in learning a new trick. “Just the usual. I’ve had an Orca in here mining for a while, so he got used to seeing it. As soon as he lit the beacon, I switched ships on him.”


    The last bit of the jump freighter’s hull ticked away, and it exploded into a shower of white and orange. The other half dozen guys on the op moved in and started collecting the loot it left behind. It didn’t take long to gather it up and dump it into the storage containers Beta had brought in for the purpose. Chuckles batted at the screen as the other ships zipped around on it.


    “Alright, Beta, take care. Call us if you find anyone else.” Sexxlazor wasn’t a bad pilot, but Beta was pretty sure the kid was only fourteen.


    “No problem, Laze.”


    Everyone but Beta and Bloodboat jumped out to the next system and started their long trek back to their own part of the galaxy. ‘Boat warped into the protective bubble that surrounded Beta’s tower and logged out. He had his own jump freighter, which made it easy for the two of them to transport their loot.


    “Beta dude, you heard anything back on those resumes?”


    “One rejection and a whole lot of silence.”


    “Damn dude, I’m sorry to hear that.” ‘Boat’s freighter winked into existence on the screen. Chuckles swatted at it, a low hiss forming his throat.


    “Hey ‘Boat, I don’t think this cat likes your jump freighter. You better watch out for friendly fire if he sees it and I’m not around.”


    ‘Boat snorted. “You still taking care of your girlfriend’s cat?”


    “She’s not my girlfriend, but yeah.”


    “Dude, that’s a hell of a nice thing to do for a girl you aren’t even seeing.”


    “We dated a while in college, then she broke my heart.” Beta clicked around on the screen, opening the storage for ‘Boat to start loading up.


    “Wow, that’s intense. She dumped your ass and you still took her cat. Are you still in love with her or something?”


    Beta stroked Chuckles’ back, reducing the hisses to purrs. “I guess. Everyone keeps saying I am, so they must be right.”


    “So let me get this straight. You’ve known this girl your whole life. You dated her in college and she left you. Then you took her cat so she could move to New York to be with some Wall Street prick?”


    “Yep, that’s it.”


    “So why’d she leave you?”


    “I don’t know.” Beta scratched his own head, leaving Chuckles to fend for himself for a minute. “Actually, I talked to her best friend a couple weeks ago. I told you about that, right?”


    “Nope.”


    “Oh, well I talked to her best friend. Girl I’ve known as long as I’ve known Victoria. Charlotte told me I still love her and that I should move to New York and pursue her, but I should grow up first.”


    “So she left you because she thinks you’re immature. Got it.”


    “I know, right? It’s not like I’m a womanizer or have a gambling problem.”


    Chuckles rubbed his head against Beta’s hand.


    “What do you do besides work and EVE?” ‘Boat’s voice took on a more serious tenor.


    “What do you mean?”


    “Do you have other hobbies? Every time I log in, I see you on here.”


    “I have lunch with my parents sometimes.”


    “So you work at a job you hate, you play videos games with all your free time, and you’re wondering why the girl of your dreams thinks you need to grow up?”


    It sounded so harsh when he put it like that. Beta looked around the apartment, taking in the bare walls, the unmade bed. There were some books on his nightstand, but they were dusty with disuse. And they were all programming and science fiction, anyway.


    “Okay, so let’s hypothesize that you have a point.” Beta sat up straighter in his chair. “What should I do about it?”


    “Tell you what, how about you fly out here?”


    “To New York?”


    “Yeah. You said your girl’s friend told you to do that, right?”


    “Uh huh.”


    “So do it. Fly out here and bring a suit and some resumes. We don’t have anything open at Fox Creek, but I’ll ask around. Surely we can find you something entry level.”


    “Uh, ‘Boat, I really appreciate the offer, but I’m broke. I have a shit job and my parents cut me off after college. I can’t afford tickets.”


    “You need a ticket, not multiple tickets. One way. Or hell, take a bus. You can sleep on my couch for a couple weeks. Charity won’t mind.”


    “Dude, I can’t do that. I can’t impose on you guys. And besides, I have Victoria’s cat.”


    “So? Bring it. We’re not allergic.”


    Beta leaned back in the chair and closed his eyes. “I’ll think about it, okay?”


    “Tell you what, man. I’ll ask around this week. If I can get you something setup, you promise me you’ll show up for it, okay?”


    “Uh...”


    “Quit your job, Beta. It sucks. We both know it. Haven’t you ever read Where the Red Fern Grows? You gotta meet me half way here.”


    Beta sighed. Chuckles was staring right at him, an intense look on his face. “Alright. Deal. But I’m only going to come for a week at first, okay? I can’t just move if I don’t have a job.”


    “Awesome. Alright, man, I gotta log out. Charity needs some attention.”


    “Take care, ‘Boat. And thanks.”


    “No problem.”


    ‘Boat’s jump freighter vanished, and a few seconds later he disappeared from the voice chat interface. Beta rubbed Chuckles’ back again. “Okay, little buddy, we need to get our stuff together if we’re going to do this. You feel up to moving halfway across the country?”


    Chuckles yawned.

  


  Chapter 15


  Audition


  
    TWENTY Twenty girls sat in a row of folding chairs waiting on their turn to audition. The lights in the club were all on, revealing the true seediness. Uneven brick walls climbed two stories on either side, looming overhead and making Victoria feel like she was in a warehouse. If the bricked-over bay doors on the right were any indication, that’s exactly what it had been. Louie’s Jazz and Cabaret wasn’t even open yet, but it already smelled like stale smoke and cheap beer. It wasn’t her first choice or her third choice or even her fifth choice, but it was an audition and if she wasn’t at least trying to do something with her voice, she might as well go back to Nebraska.


    


    The girl on stage hit everything perfectly, and her voice filled the room, even without amplification. Victoria shifted on the uncomfortable seat. If the rest of the girls trying out were half as good, she was screwed. One of the girls a few people down coughed in the middle the song. It seemed like a low blow to try to screw up someone else’s audition, but then the girl followed up a few moments later with a sneeze. The girl to Victoria’s right did the hiccup thing, like a sneeze was trying to come, but wouldn’t quite come up. She finally let off with something between an airhorn and a tornado warning.


    “Sorry.” The girl wiped her nose with a tissue, then stuffed it back into her purse. “Been having a cold I just can’t kick.”


    Victoria shrugged and scooted a little to the left. The last thing she needed was to come down sick. A few more girls did their auditions, then the man and woman running the show announced that they were taking a five minute break. The girl to Victoria’s right got up and went outside. Probably to smoke. Half the jazz singers in the city smoked and drank whiskey, claiming it gave them a better sound. Half the jazz singers in the city were alcoholics, too.


    “They’re not very good tonight.”


    Victoria jerked in her chair, then turned to her left. The girl beside her was looking at her. “I’m sorry?”


    “I’ve heard better voices in karaoke bars.” The girl was tiny, almost child sized, but with the features of a woman. She might have been twenty, or she might have been thirty-five. Victoria didn’t have the faintest idea.


    “Really?”


    “Yeah. Oh, sorry, I’m Roxanne.” She had the twang of a native New Yorker.


    “I’m Victoria.”


    Roxanne grinned. “You’re a transplant, I take it?”


    “I’ve been here a couple months.” Victoria could feel herself warming to the other girl. She had a genuine smile, the kind that lit up her whole face and actually reached her eyes.


    “I’ve been here my whole life. Private music school, Julliard, the works. Most of these girls are just pigs.”


    Victoria’s shoulders hunched a little at the word “Julliard.” The University of Nebraska at Omaha wasn’t a bad program, but it was barely in the same universe as Julliard.


    “Oh, I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be snide. It’s just...” Roxanne sighed. “Half the gig is the way you look, not the way you sound. I could sing like Fitzgerald and it wouldn’t matter.”


    It was a strange idea, and one Victoria hadn’t considered. Were the talent folks really judging them on their looks? She crossed her arms, suddenly feeling uncomfortable with her body. God, but that was the last thing she needed.


    “Alright, next!” the woman at the judging table called.


    The girl to Victoria’s right still wasn’t back. A thrill went through Victoria at the thought of one less competitor. She immediately felt ashamed for thinking that way. The girl was sick, and probably needed the gig even more badly. If the girl was anything like Victoria, health insurance was a luxury she couldn’t afford.


    A couple more girls went, and then Roxanne. She did a masterful rendition of “Body and Soul” in a style somewhere between Billie Holiday and Sarah Vaughan. The judges sat up straighter, scribbling furiously. Roxanne finished, and as she passed Victoria, slowed down, saying, “Good luck.”


    “Next.” The man at the judges’ table sounded excited, and Victoria had a feeling it wasn’t because it was her turn.


    She gave the judges her name, then sang, “Fever.” Halfway through it, she felt like she might have even been selling it. The judges just looked bored.


    Oh well, one more rejection to add to the stack. She was starting to get used to them. She followed the same tired path to the front doors that girls before her had taken, and a minute later she was standing on the sidewalk in front of the club. Cold air hit her in the face, the first hint of autumn. As much as she wanted to take a cab and save herself the hassle of dealing with the trains, money was tighter than she felt like admitting, so she headed toward the closest subway stop.

  


  Chapter 16


  Friends


  
    GETTING to New York turned out to be cheaper than Beta expected. Murderboat came through with an interview, and the company offered to fly him in for a couple days. They were even giving him a per diem to cover his food while he was in town.


    


    There was just one problem: Beta wasn’t actually sure what Murderboat looked like. He said he’d be in a red jacket with a blue ball cap, but it turned out that half the baggage handlers were dressed exactly like that. And there were a lot of baggage handlers.


    Beta checked his phone again, hoping there would be a response to his last message, but the screen was as empty as the Nebraska prairie. He adjusted his backpack, and let the crowd carry him to baggage claim. As he walked to the right conveyor, he saw a big black guy in a red jacket and a ball cap holding a sign.


    “BETA.”


    Had ‘Boat actually sent a driver for him? Dude must really be raking it in to pull something like that.


    “Uh, I’m Beta.”


    “Beta-dude!” The chauffeur wrapped him into a hug.


    Beta went rigid for a second, then his brain kicked into gear. The guy had ‘Boat’s voice and he referred to him as ‘Beta-dude.’ No one but Murderboat did that. “Uh, hi,” Beta finally said, as ‘Boat released him.


    “Welcome to New York! I’m glad you finally got off your ass and came out here.”


    “Yeah, uh, me, too.”


    Beta stepped back, trying to fit his mental picture of ‘Boat with the actual physical human being. In Beta’s head he was a skinny white guy, the New York version of himself. Hours and days and months of playing games together had reinforced the idea. The reality was so far different than anything he’d ever imagined, he couldn’t quite get the two images to reconcile.


    ‘Boat grinned at him. “I’m bigger than you expected, huh?”


    And blacker, but that wasn’t exactly something he could say out loud. Beta just nodded.


    “It’s cool, dude. My wife says I need to get off the computer and exercise more. Maybe with you here in town and not running any ops this week, I’ll actually do it.” He laughed. “I’ll probably just get fatter. We’ve got to make sure you see the town while you’re here, and that means eating.”


    “Uh, did you not get my email?”


    “What? You said you were staying a week, right?”


    “I did on chat, but when I talked to the company, they got me tickets to fly in today and back out on Tuesday. I sent you an EVE mail to your jump freighter account.”


    “Crap, dude. I haven’t logged into that account in the last few days. Okay, well, we’ll just take you out tonight and you can see your girl tomorrow. Or vice versa. Doesn’t bother me any.”


    “Okay.” A buzzer sounded, and the conveyor started moving. “Let me get my bag and we can get out of here.”


    Once Beta had his suitcase, ‘Boat led him out toward the parking garage. “So ‘Boat,” Beta said, “I don’t know actually know your real name.”


    “Jerome Davis. You can call me ‘Boat or Jerome, I don’t care.”


    Given Jerome’s prodigious size and his surprise racial heritage, Beta was expecting him to drive something like a 1990 Lincoln Continental with giant rims or a tricked out Escalade or something. The Prius was cornflower blue and it had a red, white and blue donkey bumper sticker on the back.


    “It gets great gas mileage,” Jerome said as he opened the back hatch. “We mostly take the train or walk, but Charity likes having a car for emergencies. And groceries. You ever tried carrying eight bags of groceries six blocks? It’s not fun.”


    “I didn’t say anything.” Beta set his bags inside.


    Jerome somehow managed to fit himself into the driver’s seat and wrap the seatbelt around his belly. “You know much about New York geography?”


    “Not much.”


    They merged into traffic and headed away from the airport on a wide six lane street. “I live down in SoHo. That’s ‘south of how-ston.’ It’s spelled like Houston in Texas, but up here everyone calls it how-ston.”


    “That’s weird.”


    “That’s New York.” He shrugged, as if it were the most natural thing in the world.


    They approached the base of a bridge, and Jerome perked up. “This is the Williamsburg Bridge. When we get up on it, you’ll get a real eyeful. You can see the whole southern end of Manhattan.”


    It was no lie. Buildings stretched out in front of them, sweeping up the concrete coast to the north. Beta stared, slack-jawed. Tower after tower marched down the coast and across the island. The pictures didn’t do it justice. It was a scale he couldn’t quite comprehend, like looking at someone’s elaborate model of a city.


    “Wait ‘til you actually get down among the buildings. It took me two weeks to stop gawking.”


    Beta nodded. He couldn’t even form words. They swept down the highway and amongst the buildings, and he hardly paid attention to where they were going. All his focus was on the towering mountains of glass and steel. They moved into a neighborhood with lower brick buildings. At ten or twelve stories, they were still huge, but nothing like the skyscrapers.


    “This is SoHo proper. My building isn’t too far.” Jerome turned right, and Beta noticed the trees on the street. It had a sort of homey feel, and he could already feel himself starting to like it.


    Jerome slowed down, and they turned into a low garage in the middle of a building. Jerome swiped a badge against a reader and the metal grate that blocked access rose out of their way. They descended into darkness. It took Beta’s eyes a minute to adjust, and then he saw the cars all around them. Jerome drove carefully down a very narrow aisle, then pulled into a numbered stall.


    “This parking space costs nearly as much a year as the car. If Charity didn’t insist, I wouldn’t even bother.” He pushed open the door and squeezed out of the car.


    Beta collected his suitcase, letting Jerome take the smaller carry-on, and followed the other man through the garage to an elevator. “Everything is so cramped.”


    “You get used to it. The nice thing is that you don’t have to walk far. Every little part of the city is like its own little village. Well, if you consider a hundred thousand people to be little.” He chuckled. “Shoot, unless we feel like going up to the Met or Broadway, we don’t go more than ten blocks from home for weeks at a time.”


    They rode up to the eighth floor and stopped. A credenza with a green fern sat across from the elevator. Pale yellow walls stretched left and right, broken only by numbered doors.


    “We’re in 807.” Jerome adjusted the bag on his shoulder and knocked on the door.


    A slim, dark woman with deep brown eyes and a wide mouth opened the door and smiled. She held out a hand. “Welcome to New York, Beta. I’m Charity.”


    Beta took her hand, thinking she wanted to shake, but she just squeezed it and gave him a hug. “Thanks,” he said.


    “Now come inside. I have lunch ready for you.”


    Beta’s stomach rumbled. The early flight out of Omaha hadn’t given him much time for breakfast, and it was approaching 2:00 already.


    “Sounds great, baby.” Jerome gave his wife a hug and added a peck on the lips. “What are we having?”


    “Tuna tartare and a salad.” She moved out of the doorway and beckoned Beta inside. “I’m sorry we don’t have a spare room, Beta. You can just put your bags in the corner.”


    The corner she meant was obvious. It was the only one without a computer or a TV in it. The apartment was small, not much bigger than the studio Beta had in Omaha. One of the computer desks was messy, covered in papers and books and coffee mugs, all scattered around a laptop. The other was lean and spare, with a notebook tucked between the keyboard and the flatscreen monitor.


    Jerome went to the cleaner desk and dropped into the chair. “This is the command center.” He scooped a set of headphones from the computer tower under the desk and set them on his ears. “Primary the Apoc.” His voice grew serious. “Guardians rep Sexxlazor.” He grinned and took off the headphones. “What’s the corp going to do without us for a few days?”


    Beta set his bags down and eyed the sofa. His feet were going to be hanging off the end, but at least it looked soft. He turned back to Jerome. “Probably let all our towers get burned down.”


    “Boys, no talking about spaceships,” Charity said from the kitchen. She didn’t need to do much to make her voice carry. The kitchen was maybe five strides from the living room. She stood behind a bar with two stools, and pointed at Jerome with a pair of tongs. Beta wasn’t sure what to think--the warning in her voice conflicted with the smile on her face.


    “Yes, ma’am.” Jerome went to the bar and sat. In the light, away from the crowd of people, Beta could see that his size wasn’t all fat. He was built like a defensive lineman, broad shouldered, and equally broad hipped.


    Beta sat beside him. “You play football as a kid, ‘Boat?”


    “Yep. All through high school, then three years at Cornell. That’s where I met Charity.”


    Beta raised his eyebrows. ‘Boat had an Ivy League education? The guy wasn’t dumb, not by a long shot, but Ivy League and online games didn’t seem like it fit.


    “So how’d you end up playing EVE? You weren’t busy with football and school?”


    “I blew out my knee my junior year. That put an end to my football career. Not like I was going to go pro, anyway. The football just helped with tuition.”


    “Don’t you believe him, Beta.” Charity set a bowl of salad on the counter. “He could have if he’d wanted to, but he was more interested in me.” She said it with pride.


    “Also true. When you find the girl you want to be with the rest of your life, you gotta make adjustments. And spending all my time in rehab, practicing and studying sounded a whole lot less fun that spending it with Charity.”


     Beta tried to make sense of that. He abandoned his dreams to chase after Charity? It was strangely romantic, considering the dedicated gamer he knew.


    “That sounds terribly sweet of you.”


    “Well, it’s because I’m a real romantic at heart.” He lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “And because I was lazy. Bust my ass to get back into playing shape for one last season, or spend it chasing--“


    “Jerome!” Charity jabbed at him with her tongs.


    He snickered. “See, how could I resist such charms?”


    Charity passed them each forks. “Let’s eat, boys. Beta, later this evening, we’ll show you around town, alright?”


    “Sounds good.”


    It did. It was good to be in the city, and better to be there with friends. He just hoped the interview went well tomorrow. 

  


  Chapter 17


  Interview


  
    BETA didn’t do hangovers. He wasn’t really a drinker. Sure a beer or two with dinner and the odd night of excess were well within his experience, but the nights of excess were generally planned for a Friday or Saturday, not a Sunday when he had to get up the next morning. And definitely not when he had to go to a freaking interview.


    


    “You doing okay, Beta-dude?” Jerome walked alongside him, nursing a cup of coffee.


    “I’ll live.” He wasn’t entirely sure he would. The morning sunlight was making his headache worse, and his stomach felt like it had been hit with a steamroller.


    “Here.” Jerome stopped at a food cart. “Two bagels, cream cheese,” he said to the proprietor.


    The swarthy guy running it nodded and set to work with a wickedly long knife. Jerome paid him the $2.50 and passed Beta a bagel.


    “It’ll help settle your stomach.”


    Beta took it a bite. Anything would have to help. “Thanks.” The bagel was warm and soft and practically melted in his mouth.


    They continued on down Hudson, across Houston and past a park. “That’s my building,” Jerome said, a block later. “You’re just up there.”


    “I can find it on my own.”


    “It’s cool, dude. I don’t need to hurry into the office. We’re pretty laid back, and besides, no one else will be in until at least nine.”


    They stopped at a pale stone building. A set of glass doors led to the office space. A bistro flanked it on the left, a liquor store on the right. It made for a convenient lunch combination.


    “This is you, dude. Good luck.” Jerome shook Beta’s hand. “They said this should be an all day thing. Call me when you finish.”


    “Will do.”


    Beta discarded his half-eaten bagel and let himself through the doors. The security guard at the desk took his name and left him to wait. Butterflies were dogfighting in Beta’s stomach. Jerome and Charity hadn’t kept him out much past midnight, but they’d gotten a little carried away at some bar. The place had a hundred beers on tap, and they were all awesome. A few minutes later a middle aged guy in a gray suit with a vest came to retrieve him.


    “Benjamin?” The guy shook his hand. “I’m Bob. Come on up.”


    Beta followed him into the elevator, already worrying that he wasn’t dressed up enough. He had a blazer over a periwinkle shirt and his newest pair of Dockers, but that was a far cry from a freaking vest.


    Bob led him through a soulless cubicle farm to a conference room with a view of the rooftop next door and the side of the building two doors down. “You’ll be in here for a while,” Bob said. “Two of our architects will be coming to do the first round of questions.”


    Beta sat in a mesh chair at the far end of the table and waited. It was cold in the conference room. Sterile. His eyes still burned, and he was sure they were bloodshot. The humming from the fluorescent lights was making his headache worse.


    Two programmer types came in and introduced themselves. Sven and Paul. They were young. Probably not even thirty. Beta wasn’t sure if it was a good thing or not. All the software architect types in Omaha were older, but if New York was a hipper, younger environment that was fine by him. The thing that threw him, though, was their suits. Their suits were nowhere near as nice as Bob’s, but still a step above Beta’s blazer. Beta wasn’t sure if this was a software company or an investment bank.


    “So, Ben, we have some questions for you about your experience.” Sven pushed his blond hair out of his eyes. “Can you tell me how long you’ve been doing development in C++?”


    C++? Beta glanced between Sven and Paul, trying to decide if it was a joke. “No? I haven’t ever used it.”


    “Oh.” Sven scribbled on the notepad in front of him.


    “That’s fine.” Paul turned his paper over. “Your resume says you’ve done web development. Python, PHP, some work with Ajax.”


    “Yes.” That was a line of questioning that made sense, at least.


    They followed that with some elementary object oriented questions. Kid stuff. The position was supposed to be entry level, but “what is an object?” seemed too simple.


    “Now we have some logic questions for you.” Paul said it, but Beta’s eyes were on Sven. He was doodling on what looked like a resume, not really paying attention.


    “Okay.”


    “Why are manhole covers round?” Paul had an intense expression, as if the question really mattered.


    “Uh...” Beta tried to remember the right answer. This was some crap question Microsoft had used back in the ‘90s, back before everyone realized brain teasers were a terrible way to measure software people. “Because manholes are round?”


    Paul frowned and scratched at his notepad. “Okay, you’ll need to write on the white board for this one. Can you code a Shell Sort for us in C++?”


    Beta cocked an eyebrow. “I don’t know C++.” Then, because he couldn’t help himself, he added, “You already asked me about that, remember?”


    Paul’s frown deepened. “So code it in Python or something.”


    Beta grabbed a dry erase marker and faced the white board. A Shell Sort wasn’t something that got used much, and he couldn’t remember how it worked. It was a stupid question. He could google it in thirty seconds and write it, but he had a feeling that wasn’t what they wanted to hear.


    He started outlining what he could remember, then gave up. “I don’t remember it. Could I just do a quicksort instead? It’s more efficient, anyway.”


    “No, that’s alright.” Paul scribbled furiously while Beta sat back down.


    “I think we’ve covered all we need to cover.” Sven stood up, gave Beta a nod and left without so much as a thank you. Paul filed out after him.


    Beta stared at their empty seats in shock. Had they really just abandoned him? He was still staring when Bob came back in.


    “Well, Mr. Tanner, we really appreciate you coming all this way to see us. If you’ll come with me?” He motioned toward the door out of the conference room.


    “What do we have next?”


    “We’re finished.”


    Beta stumbled, caught himself on a cubicle wall. “I’m sorry?”


    “We’ve covered all we need to cover, Mr. Tanner.” Bob stopped at the elevator and let Beta enter before him. Then he leaned around the corner and punched the button for the ground floor. “I trust you can find your way out?”


    “Uh, sure.”


    “Have a good day then.” He turned and walked away, leaving Beta to ride to the lobby alone.


    Beta wanted to puke. His hands shook. He walked through the lobby and back out to Houston Street in a daze. They scheduled him for an all day set of interviews, and then they kicked him out after barely an hour? And they had asked terrible questions. He stumbled over to one of the trees that lined the sidewalk and leaned against it. People strolled past, ignoring him.


    He forced himself to be positive. He had met Murderboat, finally. He had seen New York for the first time. And if he was lucky, he might even get to see Victoria. 

  


  Chapter 18


  Victoria


  
    VICTORIA checked her watch, tapping her foot nervously as she did it. The N train was running right on schedule, but she wasn’t. Beta had one night in town, and his sister was in Philadelphia. That left her to go see him on her own, and she was already half an hour late.


    


    The train stopped at the Prince Street station and she hurried out, pushing her way through the crowd. Hudson Square wasn’t part of the city she knew, but her phone indicated the bar where they were supposed to meet was only three blocks from the station.


    She reached the top of the stairs and emerged into a light rain. It was getting cold enough that she wished she’d brought something heavier than a jacket. Half a block down Houston, her phone buzzed. “Hey Trent.”


    “Hey, baby, I got out of work earlier than I thought. You want to get something to eat?” He sounded tired. The last time they’d talked he thought he’d be at the office until midnight, so it probably wasn’t good news that he was out at half past eight.


    “I’m going to meet Beta from back home. Hold on--“ She sneezed away from the phone. “Sorry. Did you guys meet?”


    “The dweeb from the concert? Yeah, I remember him. Where are you going? I’ll meet you.”


    “Uh...” She didn’t really want Beta and Trent in the same room together. They were from different parts of her life that were better off separate.


    “What, is he like some ex-boyfriend or something?”


    “He is a boy and he is--was--a friend.” Victoria stopped under an awning as the rain picked up.


    “Look, I don’t know why you think meeting ex-boyfriends behind my back is just fucking okay, but I don’t like it.”


    “Jesus, Trent. It’s not like that. If you want to come, then come. We’ll be at Antarctica on Hudson Street.”


    “Fine.” The phone went dead.


    Victoria stuffed her phone into her pocket. How he could go from charming to prick in ten seconds boggled her mind. She ducked her head against the rain and hustled down the street, trying to stay as dry as possible.


    It didn’t work. She was pretty well soaked by the time she reached the restaurant. A glance in the mirror behind the bar showed her looking like a soaked kitten. Fabulous.


    “Victoria, over here.” Beta was sitting at a table by himself, two pint glasses in front of him: one empty and the other nearly so. He looked like he had on the same clothes he’d worn he’d taken her out back in June in Omaha.


    “Mr. Tanner. Good evening.” She forced herself to smile.


    “You sound like hell, Vicks.”


    “I have a cold or something.”


    “Sorry to hear that. I didn’t think you were going to make it.” He finished off the nearly empty beer. The glass wobbled as he set it on the table, and Victoria had the distinct impression that those two weren’t his first drinks of the day.


    “You been here long?” She looked around for a waiter.


    “Hour or so. How are you, Vicks? It’s been a while.” His eyes were glued to her.


    “I’m good, Beta. The city has been treating me alright. No offense, but you look like hell.”


    “Had an interview today. It didn’t go well.”


    “An interview? In New York?”


    “Yeah, I’m trying to turn a corner, you know? A buddy of mine works up here. Helped me get this thing. It didn’t work out, though.”


    “I don’t know how software companies work, but they usually call you back, right? Maybe you did better than you thought.”


    “I don’t think so.” He snorted, then looked away, expression vacant. “Oh, I saw Charlotte a couple weeks ago. She tell you about that?”


    “She mentioned that she ran into you. She said Chuckles is doing well.”


    “Chuckles is great. Charlotte’s looking in on him while I’m out of town.”


    The door to the restaurant banged open, and a gust of cool air blew in. Victoria grimaced. Trent stood in the doorway, scanning the room. She gave him a minute to look, then waved.


    “What was that?” Beta asked.


    “Trent’s going to be joining us.” He was already heading their way, oversized umbrella dripping in his hand.


    “Your asshole boyfriend.” He covered his mouth with his hand. “Sorry. Slipped.”


    God, he really was drunk.


    Trent stopped at the table and loomed over them. His eyes narrowed, then he grabbed a chair and pulled it up. He sat in it backwards, leaning in toward them. “You must be Beta.”


    Beta met his gaze, a sneer forming at the corner of his mouth. “Only to my friends. You can call me Ben.”


    Trent laughed. “Nice. Well, I’m Trent. To my friends and enemies alike. What brings you to my city, Beta?”


    “Ben. Business.”


    “That right? What kind of business are you in?”


    “Software.” Beta spat the word. It was like he wanted to fight. She had expected Trent to try to bully him, but never that Beta would stand up and fight back.


    “So boys, I think we’re all a little hungry. How about we order some food?” Nothing actually sounded good, but anything was better than having them snipe at each other.


    “Nah, I’m not hungry,” Trent said.


    “Me either.” Beta spun an empty glass on the table, smearing a puddle of condensation.


    “Well, maybe we should be going, Trent.” Victoria stood up. She didn’t want to leave, not that soon, but these two were like two tomcats staking out the same alley. “Sorry about your interview, Beta. Better luck next time.”


    Trent laughed. “What? You bombed an interview? Dressed like that in the city, I’m not surprised.”


    Color rose in Beta’s cheeks, and he glared at Trent, but, blessedly, he didn’t say anything. Victoria grabbed Trent’s arm and dragged him toward the front of the restaurant.


    Trent laughed the whole way. “You sure know how to pick the winners.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?” The streetlights on Hudson were obscured in the falling rain. Tires squelched as trucks rumbled past.


    “That kid? He’s a dweeb. Total loser. Dressing like that for an interview here? This isn’t California.” He spread the umbrella above them before they left the awning.


    “He’s just trying to make something of himself. He probably sees his sister up here succeeding and wanted to get out of the Midwestern doldrums.” She let her voice fall. “I felt the same way.”


    Trent slipped an arm around and pulled her closer. “Good for you, but that kid? He’ll never amount to anything.”


    Victoria didn’t feel like arguing. Beta wasn’t worth a fight.

  


  Chapter 19


  Fired


  
    FIRED The cubicles in Beta’s office looked shabbier than ever. Hell was a beige box surrounded by a million other equally drab boxes. Hell was a boss that didn’t care about you. Hell was coworkers that spent their days yapping on the phone or frantically instant messaging you about the “virus” they had just picked up surfing porn websites.


    


    Hell was work, and Beta was in it.


    He stared at his screen, skimming through the emails from earlier in the week. In a perfect world, he’d have been able to take the whole week off and not gone back to work on Wednesday after getting home late Tuesday night. No, in a perfect world he’d have gotten the job in New York and would have just quit on the spot.


    But he wasn’t living in a perfect world. He was living in hell.


    “Tanner, can I talk to you in my office?” Chad leaned over the wall, peering down at Beta’s monitor.


    “Yeah.” Beta followed him to the office. To his surprise, Chad closed the door.


    “Have a seat.” Chad waited until Beta was sitting, then continued, “I’ve just been in a meeting with Jim up in HR.” Chad slid a folder across the desk. “I have copies of your last performance evaluation here. Ben, I’m sorry, but we’re going to be letting you go.”


    Beta blinked at him. “You’re letting me go?” His hands shook as he reached for the folder.


    “Unfortunately you aren’t maintaining the standard of work that we want. The Prime Lawn website was late, and the customer wasn’t happy that it was missing features. You took two days of vacation with only a week of notice. It’s just not acceptable.”


    Beta’s heart pounded. He wanted to go back to his cube and cry. Or stand up and scream. He didn’t do anything. Just sat, mind racing, and opened the folder. The performance evaluation had a fat “Below Expectations” at the top and Chad’s name at the bottom. The paper shook in his head.


    “So when is my last day?”


    “Today. I need you to gather your things and turn in your keys.”


    Beta closed his eyes. Savings weren’t a luxury he had ever been able to afford, and rent was due in two weeks.


    “Tanner, are you listening?” There was a hard edge in Chad’s voice.


    “I’m listening.”


    “Aren’t you going to say anything?”


    He wanted to rant and rave and tell Chad what a terrible manager he was, but he knew it wouldn’t do any good. Still, the urge to burn that bridge and salt the ground behind was overwhelming. But the fact was, Beta was a coward and he knew it. All he said was, “No,” and got up.


    Chad followed him back to his desk and waited while he gathered up his stuff and dumped it into a box some thoughtful asshole had left on his desk. The lack of phone chatter in the adjacent cubes was conspicuous as Beta handed over his magnetic key and trudged to the back door.


    Getting fired was bad enough. Telling his parents he was going to need to move back home was going to be way worse.

  


  Chapter 20


  Pretenses


  
    ONE week flowed into the next, and the routine of work, Trent and failed auditions set in as Thanksgiving approached. Christine still insisted that Victoria stay in her apartment, but she was letting Victoria pay half the rent.


    


    Victoria had a cold again, and was going through the restaurant’s tissues by the box. She found herself a place to sit on a bag of rice in the storeroom and tried to find the energy she needed to finish the night. The cold air in the storeroom was helping. A little. Her manager found her after she’d been sitting for a few minutes.


    “Strauss, you feeling alright?” Carla was a lifer. Mid-40s and knew the restaurant inside and out. Could even cook when she had to.


    “I’ll live.” It came out a nasal whine that was practically a Jersey accent.


    “You sound like hell, kid.” Carla patted her on the shoulder in that motherly way she had. “How about you cut out early, huh? I’ll cover your tables and whatever you make will just go on your account.”


    “I can stay, Carla.” Victoria sneezed into her hand. Now she was going to have to wash them again. “Really, it’s just a cold.”


    “Look, kid,” Carla sat beside her on the edge of the pallet, “it’s not just about you. I mean, I want you to get better, but I can’t have you sneezing out on the floor. Customers’ll start thinking you sneezed in their food.”


    Victoria hung her head. “I know. I just need the money is all.”


    “I know you do. Have you been to see a doctor? Whatever you’ve got has been lingering a while.”


    No, she definitely had not been to a doctor. Doctors cost money, and it wasn’t like the restaurant was giving her health insurance. Victoria shook her head.


    “Well, think about it. I’m going to take you off the schedule for the weekend. Get some rest and get to feeling better, okay?”


    Victoria squeezed her hands into fists. “Okay.”


    Carla patted her on the shoulder one last time, then went back out to the restaurant, leaving Victoria alone with the smell of flour and potatoes. Victoria kneaded her forehead with her knuckles. If she couldn’t stay at work, she could head home to the apartment she shared with Christine, but Christine was back on the road, so it was going to be a lonely night. That didn’t sound fun at all.


    Victoria made her way to the tiny break room on the other side of the kitchen. She got her wallet and her phone out of her locker and stuffed the apron into it. Then she sent Trent a text, checking to see if he was home. He had mentioned working late again, but... she checked the clock. It was only nine.


    He could respond while she walked to his apartment, or she could just surprise him when he got home. The surprise sounded more fun. Maybe greet him with a glass of wine and a smile. And not a stitch of clothes. If that didn’t cheer her up, nothing would.


    She went out the back door of the restaurant with a spring in her step for the first time in a week.


    ***


    Trent hadn’t responded by the time she reached his building. The doorman gave her a nod as he let her inside. The marble floors in the lobby were shined to a mirror-like sheen. Victoria had a feeling it was so the dirty old men that lived in the building had a convenient surface for sneaking peaks up women’s skirts. The joke was on them, though. Most of the women in the building were over fifty.


    She used her key in the elevator and rode up to the 37th floor. In the hallway she checked her phone again, but Trent hadn’t responded. Probably had meetings with China. Whatever the deal in Omaha had been, he was working on a new one in China that was supposed to dwarf the other. The downside was that he had to work late a ton to account for the time zone difference.


    Victoria knocked once before she unlocked the door, just in case he was home and in the shower or something. When she came through the front door, Trent was coming out of the bedroom buttoning his shirt. He glanced up and saw her.


    His face turned ashen for a second, then he broke into a smile. His stubble was trimmed low like it normally was in the morning or before they went out.


    “Hey, Vicks. What a surprise.” He stopped in the doorway from the bedroom and let his hands fall to his sides. The top three buttons of his shirt were still undone.


    Victoria smiled back at him. Something was off about Trent, but she couldn’t put a finger on it. “I tried to text you and tell you I got off early, but--“


    A woman walked out of Trent’s bedroom.


    “Hi. Sorry, to disturb you.” Her blonde hair was in utter disarray and her dress was wrinkled. She slipped around Trent and marched straight past Victoria without meeting her eyes.


    Victoria turned to watch, too shocked to even speak. The other woman let herself out without another word.


    Victoria turned back to Trent. “Who was THAT?”


    “Jennifer. My interior designer.”


    “Your designer? What was she designing? The inside of her vagina?” Rage filled her, clouding her vision. She stalked toward him, her hands shaking. “I’m getting my stuff. We’re done.”


    “Hey, hey, hey, calm down. You’re getting the wrong idea, Victoria. Nothing happened here. I was thinking of redoing the living room, and she was available to come by.”


    Victoria stopped in front of him, looked up into his steely grey eyes. “An innocent woman doesn’t slink out like that.” She wanted to slap him. Oh, how she wanted to slap him. Instead, she turned on her heel and marched back toward the door. He could just keep her toothbrush.


    She stopped with a hand on the doorknob and spoke without looking back, “We’re through.”


    ***


    The anger ebbed out in a rush while she was sitting on the train. She blew her nose into a wad of tissue and tried to pretend that her eyes were watering from the cold she had, and not from what had just happened. Was five months together too short of a time to think they were exclusive? She certainly was. They hadn’t ever talked about it, but she kept a toothbrush and a set of pajamas at his place. Didn’t that mean something?


    Victoria stumbled into her apartment in a daze. It was cold and dark and cheerless. She collapsed onto her futon, not even bothering to undress.


    An hour or so later she woke to knocking on the door. Her chest constricted with fear. There was no good reason anyone would be knocking this late at night. She grabbed her pepper spray and looked out the peephole.


    Trent stood on the side.


    Victoria opened the door. “What are you doing here?”


    He held out a massive bouquet of roses. He had a bottle of wine tucked under his arm. “I’m sorry, Victoria. I didn’t want to wait until morning. You mean too much to me.”


    She stared at him in shock. He was coming to apologize? At midnight? “I... Uh...”


    “Can I come in?”


    She backed up and let him past.


    “Look, I wasn’t entirely honest with you. Jennifer was my interior designer, but we had a thing once upon a time. She just showed up out of nowhere and she was begging me to take her back. I tried to explain about you and I tried to make her leave but... I’m weak. She started crying and then I couldn’t make her leave and then one thing led to another and... I’m sorry. So sorry.”


    He sniffled, his back heaving. “It’ll never happen again. I promise.”


    Victoria didn’t know what to say. He lied and he cheated, but then he admitted it and apologized. She was just so tired, she didn’t have the strength to argue. “Okay. I need--“


    She started coughing, and a pain unlike anything she’d ever felt lanced through her chest. Her knees wobbled, then the floor rushed up and punched her in the face.


    ***


    Victoria woke with Trent crouched beside her, talking on his phone. “She just passed out. Fever it feels like. Chills. Okay, I’ll take her.”


    He pushed the hair out of her eyes. “Victoria, that was 911. They said to get you to the hospital.”


    “Okay,” she whispered. It hurt to even talk.


    “I think you have the flu.” He scooped her up and laid her on the sofa. “I’m calling a cab.”


    Half an hour later he carried her into the ER.

  


  Chapter 21


  ER


  
    NURSE Sherry had an ass like a battering ram, and she wasn’t afraid to use it as a weapon. She swung her hips side to side as she backed up, pulling Victoria’s wheelchair through the crowded waiting room. The other patients gave her space, and the younger nurses and the orderlies all stayed well clear of her.


    


    “Now sweetheart, I’m going to take you back to an exam room. You sit tight and Dr. Bower will be in to see you just as soon as he can.” Automatic doors swung open and Sherry reversed their positions, pushing Victoria down the hallway rather than pulling her.


    “Okay.” Victoria’s hands felt like lead. She just wanted to go to sleep, but Sherry wouldn’t let her.


    Featureless doors swept past on either side. Plain wood with numbers on the trim. They rounded a corner, nearly bowling over a girl in candy-stripe scrubs, then stopped at a door marked twenty-five.


    Sherry pushed Victoria inside and stopped her next to a cart with a blood pressure cuff hanging off one side. The nurse was helping Victoria up onto the exam bed when Victoria realized that Trent was gone. “Where’s... where’s my...”


    “Your boyfriend?”


    Victoria nodded.


    “Oh sweetie, he had to leave. He stayed with you right up until we took you back, but since he’s not family, I couldn’t let him back here.” Sherry squeezed Victoria’s shoulder. “I think he was going on home. I told him that you’d be staying the night for sure.”


    A cough shook Victoria, but she thanked the nurse, anyway.


    Sherry took her blood pressure and drew a vial of blood. She gave Victoria a small plastic cup. “If you cough up anything, I need to get a sample, okay?”


    “Alright.” Victoria inspected the cup. It looked like the sort of thing a urine sample would go in.


    Sherry helped her lay back on the bed. The paper crinkled beneath her as she moved. Sherry left her alone, a burst of sound wafting through the open door as she left and closed it behind her.


    Humorless walls enclosed Victoria on four sides. A couple posters hung crookedly.


    An admissions nurse came in to get her payment information, but it was a blessedly short conversation. The nurse took Victoria’s lack of insurance in stride, assuring her that the hospital saw plenty of patients without it. It didn’t make Victoria feel any better to be officially poor.


    Her coughs shook the paper again. Each heave sent pain through her, and the gurgling sound coming out of her chest had her worried. Whatever it was she had, it was more than a cold. She spit a glob of mucus into the cup and sealed it, setting it aside for Sherry or the doctor or whoever wanted it.


    Dr. Bower came in what felt like a year later. Victoria had lost concept of time. He was short, balding and had a long beak of a nose. He stood in the middle of the room, a clipboard held before him. “Ms. Strauss?”


    “Yes.” Even whispering took all the energy she could muster.


    “I need to listen to you breathe. Can you sit up for me?”


    She tried to lift herself normally, but only made it a few inches before collapsing back onto the pillow. Her stomach knotted with pain at the effort.


    “Go on and sit up, please.” The doctor tapped his foot impatiently.


    What was wrong with him? Couldn’t he see she was trying? Anger gave her just enough fuel to wedge her elbows against the bed and lever her way up. She panted once she was vertical.


    The doctor brusquely checked her breathing, clucking to himself as he did it. “We’ll send the blood and sputum samples to the lab to confirm, but I think you have pneumonia. I’m going to get some fluids in you and get a course of antibiotics going.”


    “Okay.” She wobbled, then collapsed back onto the pillow.


    Dr. Bower frowned, but at least he didn’t ask her to sit up again. “You’ll probably be in here for a few days. It depends on how your body reacts. I’ll send in the nurse to get you a room upstairs.”


    Victoria studied the tiles on the ceiling until her eyes wouldn’t stay open any longer. 

  


  Chapter 22


  Beta


  
    THE ceiling fan turned slowly overhead, and from his position on his mom’s sofa, Beta could see every lazy rotation. It was mesmerizing, and between the fan and the deep rumble of Chuckles’ purring where he lay on Beta’s chest, Beta could temporarily forget that he was jobless and living with his parents.


    


    His phone rang as he lay there, vibrating wildly on the coffee table. He squinted at the screen a moment and then answered. “This is Beta.”


    “Beta, it’s Charlotte. I’ve got some bad news.” She didn’t bother waiting for him to ask what it was, instead blurting, “Victoria’s in the hospital in New York. I just got off the phone with her.”


    Beta sat up straight on the couch, sending Chuckles rolling to the floor where he glared back up at the sofa. “What’s wrong? What happened? Did she get mugged?”


    “No, not mugged. She has pneumonia. She went to the ER last night and they committed her. They’re keeping her for a few days.”


    Beta stood up, wobbly at first, and paced across the room with his phone pressed against his ear. He stopped at the picture window that looked out onto the front yard. “Is Trent staying with her?”


    “No.”


    “Christine?”


    “She doesn’t have anyone.”


    “What do you mean? She has a boyfriend. She lives with my sister.”


    “Christine is on the road. Trent left last night after he dropped her off.”


    Beta’s heart sank at that comment. If Trent was dropping her off late at night, it was probably-- No, better not to even think about why they were together. He took a deep breath. “What about her mom?”


    “She can’t afford to make the trip. And I don’t think Victoria really wants her there, anyway.” Charlotte sighed. “I’d go if I could. You know that. But I can’t leave my mom. So I was thinking maybe you could call your friend that lives up there and see if he could stop by? I’m sure it would mean a lot to her to know that someone cares.”


    “The hell with that--I’ll go myself. Thanks for letting me know, Charlotte.”


    “You don’t need to do that, Beta. I know you’re out of a job.”


    “So? If Victoria needs me, I’m there. End of story.”


    “Beta, you’re a real sweetheart, but one last thing.”


    “What?”


    “Take it easy on the boyfriend topic. She’s a little upset with him right now.”


    The despair that had settled in his stomach lifted a fraction. “Of course.” He hung up and turned away from the window.


    “You’re going where?” His mother stood in the entryway between the living room and kitchen with her hands on her hips.


    “New York. Victoria is in the hospital with pneumonia.”


    His mom shuddered. “Benjamin, that’s not a good idea. I know you still fancy her, but she’s not the kind of girl you need in your life.”


    Beta stooped mid-stride and stared at her incredulously. “Excuse me? She’s my friend. She’s hurt and she’s in the hospital and no one else can go be with her, and you’re telling me she’s a bad influence?”


    “Well, not just her.” His mother shook her head. “New York is full of queers and drug addicts. It’s just not a nice place for a young man.”


    His father came and stood behind Beta’s mother. He looked on, frowning.


    Beta closed his eyes, not believing what he was hearing. “Really? Queers and drug addicts? When’s the last time you were in the city, Mom?”


    “Before you were born.”


    He opened his eyes, shook his head. “That’s what I thought.”


    “She’s right, Benjamin.” His father took a step forward. “New York isn’t a good city for Christian folks. You belong here. I’m sure your mother can talk to Sister Francis and see if Jenny has the evening free.”


    Beta shook his head. “I’m going.” He brushed past them and headed down the hall.


    “How will you pay for your trip, young man?” His mother called down the hall after him. “I know you don’t have any money. Your father and I will not condone you running halfway across the country to see some trollop.”


    Beta stopped in the doorway to his bedroom. “Listen to yourselves. You preach about helping people in need, but when push comes to shove, you tell me I can’t go? Guess what? You’re not my boss anymore. I’m twenty-three and--“


    “As long as you live under my roof,” his father’s voice raised, almost to a shout, “then I am your boss, young man. My house. My rules.”


    “Then I’m out. Goodbye. I’ll go live with Christine. She’s got a sofa.”


    His mother gasped. “You wouldn’t just ignore us and run out.”


    “If I’m running anywhere, it’s because you’re forcing me to do it.” He went into his room and started throwing clothes into his suitcase. Chuckles wandered in after a few minutes and hopped up onto Beta’s old bed.


    “Chuckster, we’re going on a road trip, buddy. I hope you like airplanes.”


    “I’m not giving you money for a plane ticket.” His father stood in the doorway, a disapproving look on his face.
“I don’t want your money. I’ll put it on a credit card.” He zipped up the suitcase and herded Chuckles into his cat carrier. He went out the front door and didn’t look back.
  


  Chapter 23


  Hospital


  
    THE room wouldn’t have been so bad if it weren’t for Stella. Every time Victoria started to nod off, whether it be day or night, Stella started flapping her gums and complaining about something. The old bat had no concept of time. Or propriety. Or privacy. She’d complain about the dinner, then she’d complain about her bowels, then she’d complain about being stuck in a room with a little slip of a girl.


    


    If Victoria had had the strength, she’d have gotten up and held a pillow over Stella’s fat face. Instead, Victoria was lying in her bed, suffering through some terrible Lifetime movie when someone knocked at the door. She didn’t bother to look--it was probably a nurse.


    “Victoria, are you awake?” Trent stood in the doorway, a nurse behind him.


    “Trent?” Victoria didn’t know whether to laugh or cry or curse. He hadn’t returned her calls or her texts all day, and he just showed up at the door?


    “Hey, I’ve been at the office. I just saw that you called.” He had on a gray suit, but no tie.


    “Why? It’s a Saturday.”


    He shrugged. “The China deal. I just ducked out to come see you while I was getting lunch. I can’t stay long.”


    Victoria closed her eyes. He was just going to leave her with Stella and run back to work? Or back to that Jennifer a girl. A flush of anger coursed through her.


    “Whatever,” she muttered.


    “Are you holding up okay?”


    “I feel like hell, and I’m probably going to be here for a few days.”


    “I’ll try to call you tonight, okay? Hang in there.” And he was gone.


    Victoria lay on the bed, trying to breathe properly. Her body shook; she wasn’t sure if it was anger or chills. She was going to have a real come-to-Jesus chat with Trent. How could he just abandon her like that? It wasn’t right.


    “That your boyfriend?” Stella wheezed from her bed.


    “Sort of.”


    “He’s a handsome devil. Looks like he’d be a real tiger in bed.” She laughed at herself, which turned into a miserable hacking cough.


    Victoria rolled over, facing away from her and covering her ears with her pillows.


    ***


    Stella fell asleep around 4:00 and started to snore. Victoria half expected her to have big, manly, lumberjack snores, but they were more whimpers than anything. She told herself to be thankful for the small things.


    The TV was muted and the window was blocked by the curtain that shielded her from Stella, so Victoria lay in bed in a daze, thinking about what to do with her life when she got out of the hospital.


    Someone tapped on the door, then it squeaked open.


    “Hey Vicks, I brought you a surprise.”


    Victoria stared openmouthed. “Beta?” He stood in the doorway, a black bag slung over his shoulder, and a grin on his face.


    “In the flesh. I heard you were stuck in here for a few days and no one else was able to come see you.”


    “I... Uh... Thank you!”


    Something rustled in his bag. He brought it over and set it on the foot of her bed.


    “What’s that?” She had a feeling she knew what it was, and if she was right, he could get in a lot of trouble if one of the nurses caught him.


    He unzipped the bag. Chuckles poked his head out, then dashed into Victoria’s open arms.


    “I’ll just close the door.” Beta slipped away, leaving her alone with her cat.


    Chuckles hadn’t forgotten her. He crawled right up on her chest and turned over on his back. Victoria ran her nails gently over his stomach. He purred like she’d never left.


    Victoria blinked a few times, willing herself to maintain her composure. Beta poked his head in the door, as if to ask if he could come back. She waved him inside.


    “Thank you, Beta. You don’t know how good it is to see you.” She glanced down at the furry motor in her lap. “And Chuckles.”


    Beta had cleaned up. She looked more closely at him. His jeans were clean; his t-shirt didn’t have any holes in it. The one shoe she could see didn’t look worn out.


    “What?” His shoulders hunched.


    “You look nice, Beta.”


    “You look like hell.”


    Victoria laughed. “I suppose I do. I think I still technically have pneumonia.”


    “That would do it.”


    “So why are you in town? Do you have another interview?”


    Beta shook his head.


    “You just came all this way to see me?”


    “Yes.” He looked away a moment, then back toward her and met her eyes.


    He still loved her. She didn’t fully appreciate it until just then. He never said anything, but the little actions all added up and they could only mean one thing.


    Victoria closed her eyes. How horrible had she been to him in the last six months? One date and blew him off for a guy she barely knew? What had she done to earn that kind of friendship? That kind of loyalty.


    When she opened her eyes, Chuckles was looking up at her. At some point he had rolled over, and she had been absently stroking his back. The Chuckmeister loving her she could understand. For most of his life she’d fed him, petted him and cleaned up his messes.


    Beta she’d just left time after time. And yet here he was.


    “Thank you, Beta. How long do you plan to stay?”


    “As long as you need me.”


    She had to look away. It took her a long minute to make sure she had herself completely under control. When she looked back, he was still there.


    Someone knocked at the door, and it opened to reveal her nurse. Kelly looked from Victoria to Chuckles to Beta and back to Victoria. Victoria’s hands tensed over Chuckles’ back.


    “I didn’t realize you had guests. I need to take your vitals real quick.”


    Beta rose and grabbed the cat carrier. “I’m going to go grab a bite to eat. Is it okay if I come back later?”


    Victoria nodded.


    Nurse Kelly wrapped the blood pressure cuff around the Victoria’s arm, but stopped before tightening the Velcro. “Young man, it would be best if you took your companion with you. And it would be even better if he stayed quiet until you were both out of the building.”


    “Of course.” Beta scooped up Chuckles and tucked him into the bag. “See you in a while, Vicks.”


    “Bye, Beta.” She watched him and Chuckles leave, and when he was gone, a wave of sadness overtook her.


    “That your boyfriend?” Nurse Kelly asked.


    “No. Just a friend.”


    “He ought to be careful with that cat. If he gets caught, he’ll get tossed out of the building.”


    “He just flew in from Nebraska. With the cat.”


    “Oh, wow. And you said he’s not your boyfriend?”


    “No.”


    “Well, you could have fooled me.”


    Victoria sighed. Could have fooled her, too.

  


  Chapter 24


  Jerome


  
    BETA stood on the sidewalk in front Mt. Sinai Hospital and shivered. A cold wind whipped down the street from the east, and he was thankful to have brought a coat. The nurses had politely kicked him out when visiting hours ended. He was surprised to have lasted that long with a contraband kitty. Maybe it was seeing how happy Chuckles made Victoria that convinced them to let him stay.


    


    He looked through the roof of Chuckles’ carrier and reviewed his assets. He had his suitcase full of clothes, one cat in a cat carrier, a small bag of cat food and approximately thirty-seven dollars. And he had Murderboat’s phone number. He just hoped ‘Boat wasn’t busy. Christine didn’t live all that far away, but he was pretty sure the apartment was locked.


    He hit the button to dial ‘Boat and waited.


    “Beta? How’s it going, dude?”


    “Good, ‘Boat. Err... Jerome. Hey, can I ask you a favor?”


    “Of course, dude. What do you need?”


    “A place to stay.”


    Jerome was silent a few seconds. “Are you in New York?”


    “I’m at Mt. Sinai in Queens.” Beta shivered and turned to block the wind for Chuckles.


    “Weird. I thought for sure you lived in Nebraska. Everything okay?”


    “Victoria is in the hospital with pneumonia and my sister is on tour somewhere. No one else could come.”


    “So you flew in all the way from Nebraska?”


    “Yeah.”


    Jerome grunted, something between surprise and amusement. “Charity has the Prius out on Long Island, but I could come out your way when she gets home. Might just be easier for you to take the train down here, you know?”


    “Except I have a cat with me.”


    It went quiet again, then Jerome laughed. “You brought Chuckles with you?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Don’t sweat it then. The subway doesn’t care. Just don’t advertise that you have him.”


    “Alright. See you in a while.”


    Beta hung up, checked his phone for the nearest train stop and started walking.


    ***


    Beta called Jerome back when he finally reached his building. “How do I get inside? The front door is locked.”


    “I’ll buzz you through. Just come up to the eighth floor.”


    “Thanks.” Sure enough, the door was unlocked when he tried it again. It was a quick ride up to eight, and then Jerome was showing him into the apartment and offering him a beer.


    “I’m good, thank you, though.” Beta stifled a yawn. Chuckles was already getting antsy in his carrier. The nighttime was playtime, as far as the cat was concerned.


    Jerome went back to his chair, but he left his headphones on his desk. The familiar dark starscape of EVE dominated his screen.


    “You guys doing anything in particular tonight?” Beta unzipped Chuckles’ carrier, leaving him free to get out whenever he decided he wanted to, then went over and stood behind Jerome.


    “Nothing much. I’m refueling some towers. The corp was surprised when you didn’t login at all today.”


    “Sorry. It was a spur of the moment thing.” Beta pulled up a chair and sat, nearly collapsing. It was funny how sitting on your butt all day could wear you out.


    “I gathered. So how’s your girl?”


    “She’s not my girl, but she’s alright, I guess. Pneumonia, but it’s under control. She should be out in time for Thanksgiving, they think.”


    “Hey, if you fly halfway across the country at the drop of a hat for someone, she’s your girl. She just may not know it yet.”


    “I wish. Maybe someday.”


    Jerome didn’t say anything to that. It made Beta feel pathetic, in a way. If he actually was dating Victoria, it might make sense that he flew to New York just to sit with her. But what else could he do? He’d known her his whole life and all her other friends had abandoned her. If that made him pathetic, so be it.


    “So how long you planning to be in town, dude? I don’t mind letting you stay as long as you need, but I need to give the missus a time frame.”


    Beta kneaded his face. “A few more days, I guess. I don’t have a ticket booked yet, so I can go whenever.”


    “I’m not trying to run you off. I was just going to say, if you’re in town tomorrow, you should come by the office. We still aren’t officially hiring or anything, but if you shake some hands and stuff, it might help you get your foot in the door.”


    “Yeah, I can do that. I don’t have a suit, though.”


    Jerome laughed. “We’re not that kind of office. Show up in your swim trunks if you want.”


    “I think I can do better than that.” Beta took care of Chuckles’ litter box and food, then shuffled over to the couch and flopped down. “I’m going to crash, if you don’t mind.”


    “No problem.” Jerome turned back to the screen and settled his headphones over his ears.


    Beta lay on the couch and watched planets and ships blur past on Jerome’s monitor. Part of him wished he was there playing, too, but a bigger part wished he’d been able to stay at the hospital. Victoria claimed she was getting better, but she was so pale and so thin, and she didn’t have anyone else to keep her company.


    She was on his mind as he nodded off to sleep.

  


  Chapter 25


  Fox Creek


  
    THE office didn’t look spectacular from the street. It was taller than the brick buildings that made up the majority of the street, but certainly not the tallest building on the block. Jerome led Beta inside and showed him where to sign in at the security desk. Two minutes later they were stepping off the elevator into what looked like a giant playground.


    


    “Whoah.” Beta looked from the batting cage to the ping pong table to the big screen TV.


    “We do work, you know.” Jerome grinned. “Sometimes.”


    “Uh huh.”


    “Come on, my office is upstairs.”


    Beta processed that as he walked. The developers had their own offices? The stairs were open to the rest of the space, climbing up to a second story balcony. Beta ran a hand over the rail as he mounted the steps. It was real wood, polished to a shine.


    Jerome passed into an open office and flicked on the lights. His work desk was as neat as his gaming desk at home. He even had a matching Aeron chair behind it.


    “Nice place,” Beta said.


    “Thanks. Let me check on something real quick, and then I’ll give you the tour.”


    Beta went to the bookshelf beside the desk. It had a dozen books and a Nerf gun the size of a rocket launcher. The gun had a well-worn trigger and the darts were all cracked from use. “You sure you guys work?”


    “Sometimes.” Jerome tapped away at his keyboard for another minute, then stood up. “Alright, let’s go see who’s here.”


    Most of the offices were still dark. “Where is everyone?” Beta asked.


    “The guys that don’t have families usually come in around 10:00 and work past dinner.” Jerome stopped at an office with the lights on and tapped on the glass. “Sol, you got a minute?”


    “Jerome!” The guy behind the desk was big. Nebraska big. Thick in the neck, thicker in the waist. His eyebrows were like giant bushy, brown caterpillars, and they moved with his every expression. He also had a yarmulke perched on his head. “Who’s your friend?”


    Sol sidled over, smiling.


    “I’m Ben. You can call me Beta.” Beta shook Sol’s hand. Sol had a firm, dry grip, the kind of grip Beta’s father would respect. Beta tried not to wince.


    “Welcome to Fox Creek then, Benjamin. I’m Solomon Hesse, but you can call me Sol. What brings you to our little rat hole?”


    Beta looked at him like he was an idiot. “Uh...”


    “It’s a joke, Benjamin. Come on, I’ll give you the grand tour.” He paused by Jerome and poked him in the chest. “Fetch the heavy weaponry. When Ricky gets here, I’m going to give him a surprise. This way, young Benjamin.”


    Beta wasn’t sure how he felt about having his guided tour hijacked, but Jerome wasn’t arguing with letting Sol conduct it.


    “Why do you have a batting cage?” Beta asked as they went down the steps back to the main area.


    “Have you ever pulled a twenty-four hour shift?”


    “No.”


    Sol smiled. “Me, either. But sometimes it’s nice to blow off a little steam at mid-day and get your head on straight again. Some people say playing ping pong works. Some people find that smashing baseballs until their shoulders are numb works better.”


    They stopped by a circle of beanbag chairs. A couple bookshelves cordoned them off. Behind the shelves sat a baby grand piano with the top propped open. Beta inspected the shelves, recognizing about half the books. They ranged from programming to chip design to high fantasy to space opera. There were some really old, really esoteric volumes stashed on the lower shelves.


    “Why do you have all this stuff and a piano?” Beta asked.


    “I play piano sometimes, Benjamin.” Sol was rooting through what Beta had taken to be a bench, but was actually a giant toy box. “It depends on my mood.”


    Sol grunted triumphantly and held up a pair of Nerf guns. “He we are. Grab some extra ammo.”


    “So what are we doing?”


    “Have you never set an ambush before?” Sol took up position at the edge of one of the bookshelves so he could see the doorway.


    “No. I grew up with an older sister.”


    “More’s the pity. The idea is to hit the enemy unprepared. We’re going to let Ricky get through the door and then unload everything we have on him.” Sol pointed to the second level where Jerome was leaning against the rail, his Nerf bazooka dangling from one hand.


    “So what’s the point? Aren’t you guys a software shop, not a game factory?”


    “The point is that you must instill fear in your employees if you wish them to respect you.” Sol gave Beta a very serious look. His eyebrows looked like they were praying insects. Beta had just about convinced himself that the big guy was serious and utterly, completely insane, but then Sol grinned.


    “The point, young Benjamin, is that if you want a healthy, productive work environment, it’s good to keep people on their toes. And entertained. This shall accomplish both. Plus that rat bastard has it coming. He got me right in the face when I was coming out of the john last week.”


    Beta didn’t know what to think. “If you say so.” He still wasn’t convinced that Sol was sane, but he was willing to roll with it.


    The elevator dinged and opened. A skinny white dude and a normal sized Indian girl came out chatting, neither paying much attention to the rest of the office.


    Sol stood up, cackled like a madman, and unloosed a barrage of foam darts at the pair of them. A loud twang came from above, and the bazooka missile caromed down. Beta squeezed the trigger as rapidly as he could, sending a fountain of little discs at the newcomers. A barrage of ammunition hit both of them. The girl squealed and covered her face, but the guy took cover behind a desk.


    “Solomon! Why’d you shoot me?” The girl stood in the atrium, hands on her hips and glared.


    “Friendly fire, Vidya. Sorry!”


    She rolled her eyes at him. “You’ll get yours, Solomon. When you’re least expecting it.”


    Ricky came out from the behind the desk, smiling. “Nicely done, boss.”


    “We’re square, Richard. Be a dear and take Jerome his rocket back, would you?” Sol turned to Beta. “Now Benjamin, we need to go clean up our mess.”


    Beta followed him out to the atrium. “So what do you do here?”


    “Jerome didn’t tell you? I own the place.”


    Beta stumbled. Jerome had definitely left that part out. Beta helped Sol clean up the mess, then followed him back up to his office. Sol pointed to a chair and asked him to sit.


    “So Jerome emailed me, Benjamin. He says you’re in the software field.”


    “Yeah.”


    “In sixty seconds or less, tell me your skills and experience.”


    Beta swallowed hard and collected himself. Then he told Sol about programming in college, tech support working for Chad and the web stuff he’d been doing lately.


    “Python, huh?” Sol spun his monitor around. “Have a look at this.”


    Beta leaned on the desk, taking in the screen. It was a function, one that handled decryption judging by the name. “Okay.”


    “This puppy has been giving me fits this morning. Read over it and tell me if anything leaps out at you. And while you’re at it, feel free to ask about anything you don’t recognize.”


    Beta didn’t know a lot about encryption, but he knew plenty about string manipulation. He spent a couple minutes in silence, getting the shape of things set in his head, then started asking questions about particular parts of the code. Sol explained, his diction becoming quicker when Beta hit particularly interesting parts.


    “Well, I don’t claim to understand it all, but I think I see part of your problem.” Beta pointed to one of the deserialization methods. “You’re using the wrong character set.”


    Sol squinted at it, then looked from the code to Beta and back to the code. “You might be right.”


    Beta sat back in the chair. He knew he was right. “It breaks when you use non-English passwords, doesn’t it?”


    “I don’t know. I just know it breaks sometimes.” Sol studied him. “So Benjamin, you’re only in town for a week?”


    Beta’s heart just about stopped. Victoria! He was supposed to be at Mt. Sinai in ten minutes.


    “Benjamin?”


    “Sorry. Yeah, just a couple days. I’m here to see a friend that’s in the hospital. Sorry, I lost track of time and she’s expecting me.”


    “This friend is local to New York?” Sol leaned forward, his expression serious.


    “Yeah.”


    “I can’t ask you the nature of your relationship with this friend, but if you have any interest in remaining in the city and you’re looking for employment, I have a position open if you’re interested.”


    Beta could hardly breathe. An open position? “What?”


    “It’s a junior developer position, but it starts at one twenty-five a year. And it has an office.”


    Beta tried to collect his jaw from the floor. That was more than four times what he was making in Omaha in cubicle hell. “You... I... Uh...”


    “Think about it, kid. Talk to Jerome.” Sol rose and shook Beta’s hand again. “Don’t keep your lady waiting.”


    “I won’t. I... Thank you for the offer. I wasn’t expecting it.”


    “I wasn’t expecting a useful candidate to wander in today.” Sol walked with him to the door. “By the way, how do you know Jerome?”


    “He’s in my corp in EVE.”


    Sol chuckled. “And it all falls into place. Take care, Benjamin. I hope to hear from you soon.”


    Beta walked down to Jerome’s office in a daze. He related the offer, accepted Jerome’s congratulations, then headed to the elevator. Victoria was waiting.

  


  Chapter 26


  Mom


  
    BETA spent most of the afternoon sitting with her, and Victoria was sad to see him leave. Trent hadn’t even called. She sipped from her giant hospital mug of water and eyed the divider. Stella was snoring again, and blessedly silent. Beta had chatted with her a while and exercised more patience than Victoria knew he possessed, but even he had gotten tired of the casual belligerence.


    


    Victoria snagged her phone from her bedside table and dialed her mom.


    “I take it you’re still alive?” Her mother didn’t bother with a proper greeting.


    “No, this is the nurse calling to notify the next of kin.” Victoria tried to put more mirth in it than she felt. Her mother’s silence told her that her joke fell flat. “Anyway, I thought I’d let you know that I’m getting out tomorrow.”


    “Well, that’s good. You seen much of that Tanner boy?”


    “Yeah, Beta spent most of the day here.” Victoria shifted the phone to her left ear and sipped more of the water. “You don’t need to meddle in my life, mom.”


    “I’m your mother. I’m supposed to ask these questions. You still seeing your New York banker?”


    “Yeah.” She hadn’t told her mom about catching Trent with the other girl, and she wasn’t sure that she was ever going to.


    “So how’s he? He been up there, too? Or is it just you and Beta?”


    “Trent’s fine. He’s busy with work, so I haven’t seen him much.”


    Her mother snorted. “Any man that can’t make the time for you when you’re hurting ain’t worth the time he wants when you’re well. I thought I taught you better than to put up with a man like that.”


    “What exactly did you teach me, mom? To fuck around with any guy that looks like he has money?”


    “Well, it looks to me like you learned that lesson at least.”


    “That’s just hateful.”


    “It’s true, Victoria. If nothing else, learn from my mistakes. Just because a man has money today, doesn’t mean he will tomorrow. And I mean that both literally and figuratively.”


    Victoria was surprised her mom even knew what “figuratively” meant. She knew her mom was trying to make a point about Trent, but he worked in one of the most lucrative professions in the richest city on the planet. And his family had money.


    “Thanks for the advice, Mom.”


    “Uh huh, you should...”


    Victoria looked up, realizing that someone had just knocked on her door. Trent stood in the entryway.


    “Who’s on the phone?” His face darkened.


    Victoria held the phone away from her mouth. “My mom. Hang on a sec.” She put the phone back to her ear. “Hey, Mom, I have a visitor. I need to let you go, okay?”


    “What? Who is it?”


    “It’s Trent. Talk to you later.” She hung up without waiting for a response.


    “How’s your mother?” Trent sat in the chair Beta normally occupied, but he didn’t drag it over beside the bed.


    “She’s okay.” She was going to tell him more about the conversation, but Stella started coughing.


    Then she started talking. “Why hello, handsome. Did you come to see me?”


    Trent edged away. Stella’s cackle chased him even as he ducked closer to Victoria’s bed. He leaned over the bed and gave her a peck on the forehead. “I’m going to get out of here, okay?”


    Her gut reaction was to ask him to stay. She didn’t want to face the afternoon alone. But part of her knew he wasn’t staying. There would be some excuse or another. A meeting or an important deal or something equally meaningless.


    She forced herself to smile. “Have a good afternoon.”


    Trent slipped out, leaving her there with Stella. Victoria lay back on the bed and tried to ignore the sounds coming from beside her. 

  


  Chapter 27


  Christine


  
    IT was close to 7:00 when Beta strolled up the sidewalk in front of his sister’s brownstone. He rapped on the door and waited. When she’d IMed him at lunch, Christine had promised she’d be home, but she hadn’t responded to any of the texts he’d sent on the train after he’d left work. After a minute or two of standing around on the sidewalk, he tried the knob. The front door opened into a small entryway. He felt ridiculous for standing in the cold. Another door lay in front of him and a callbox on the left.


    


    He mashed the button for Christine’s apartment and waited again. After another minute or two, he went back outside and looked up at her apartment. He was pretty sure it was the right place. It checked out with Google Maps.


    “Hey Christine, are you home?” he yelled at the building.


    A pink-haired head poked over the edge of the roof. A cloud of smoke followed it. “Beta?”


    It was Christine alright. No one else would have hair that color or that spiked.


    “Are you going to let me in, or what?”


    “Sorry.” She disappeared. A moment later, the inner door buzzed.


    Beta ran for it, jerking it open before it could lock again. He made his way up the stairwell until he reached the third floor. A yell came from the floor above him: “Beta, up here!”


    Christine was sitting in a lawn chair on the roof, some tattooed guy in a chair across from her. They both had winter coats and fat cigars.


    The guy took a long drag on his cigar and waved. “I’m Eli.”


    Beta looked around for a place to sit. He settled for a cinderblock, then pulled his jacket tighter. “You guys just up here for a smoke?”


    “Yeah, the landlady gets pissed when we stink up the building.” Christine blew out a gray cloud. “How’s it going, little brother? Been a while since I heard from you.”


    “I’ve been staying busy. I got a job in the city.”


    “Congrats. I talked to Victoria and she said you were in town to see her. I was thinking... while you’re here, could you look at my computer?”


    Again? Was it not possible for his sister to see him without asking for something. Beta sighed. “I guess. So where is Victoria? I thought she’d be off work.”


    “Nope. Restaurant business isn’t nine to five. Girl’s gotta work if she wants to get paid.”


    “Word,” Eli said.


    Christine took a long drag on her cigar. “Sorry, Beta, I’m a terrible hostess. Do you want a smoke?” She held up a box and lifted the lid.


    “No, thanks.”


    “You have a place to stay yet? Victoria’s in my spare room, but you can crash on the couch if she won’t let you share her bed.”


    “I’ve got a place, thanks. You want to show me your computer?”


    “Sure. Give me a minute.” Christine took a few long drags on her cigar, then ground it out on the cinderblock between her and Eli. She stood and gathered her chair. “Alright, I’m ready.”


    The laptop was sitting open on the sofa, already logged into Windows. Beta flopped down beside it and set to work. Eli went into Christine’s room and closed the door. Probably to shoot up, Beta figured. Christine went to the kitchenette.


    “Care for a drink?” She asked. “I’ve got wine, beer and...” She shook a carton and peered inside. “The milk’s bad, sorry.”


    “I’m good.” He already had the malware cleaner running. If Christine would just run it herself, or stop using inferior web browsers, he wouldn’t need to clean up her system for her.


    Christine came over and sat down beside him.


    “I like your hair,” Beta said.


    Christine grinned. “Thanks. I changed it back from blue a few weeks ago.”


    “Should have gone straight red and not pink. More Christmasy.”


    Her grin turned to a laugh. “Maybe I should go hunter green and hang ornaments from it? That would make for a hell of a show.”


    Beta wasn’t sure if she was joking or not, but part of him wanted to see her with a Christmas tree for a head. “If you do that show, I’ll come watch, I promise. As long as it’s close.”


    He listened to Christine talk about life on the road, the clubs she’d played in and which towns had the best crowds. He didn’t have any frame of reference for a lifestyle like that, so it wasn’t very interesting. It made him wonder if that’s how other people felt when he talked about programming or EVE or computers.


    The malware cleaner finished, so he set the anti-virus to do a deep scan. “Once this is done, you should be good.” Beta handed the laptop to his sister.


    “Thanks, Beta.” She smiled, and for an instant he caught a glimpse of what other men must see. She could charm the birds down from the heavens when she felt like it.


    “So who’s this Eli guy?”


    “He’s my drummer. He’s been with us since the spring.”


    Which meant Beta should have met him in Omaha, but he didn’t remember him. Those band guys all blended together. Denim and leather, piercings and tattoos. It was the story of Christine’s life.


    “You guys serious or anything?” He glanced toward the still closed bedroom.


    Christine smiled innocently. “Maybe. Maybe not. Who’s asking, my little brother or my concerned mother?”


    “Definitely brother.”


    “We’re getting there. He’s not in there getting high, if that’s what you’re wondering. He was coming down with a migraine.”


    “Oh.” Beta felt foolish for thinking ill of him. “Well, I’m glad to hear you’ve found someone.” He gathered his jacket, but stayed on the couch, giving Christine an opportunity to talk if she wanted to say anything else, or to give her an out if she wanted that, instead.


    Her silence indicated the later. “I need to get back home,” Beta said. “I have to work in the morning and it’s an hour back to SoHo.”


    “Don’t be a stranger. Your girl can’t complain if you’re here to visit me, you know.”


    He shrugged. A few weeks ago he would have leaped at the chance to even be near Victoria, but he was coming to the conclusion that if she wanted to see him, she’d let him know. “We’ll see.” He rose and slipped into his jacket. “Take care, Christine. Let me know when you play in town again.”


    “I will.” She walked with him to the door, then closed it behind him.


    Beta walked back to the subway station in better spirits than he had expected. Even missing out on Victoria hadn’t been too bad, and it was good to catch up with Christine. And if she’d finally found Mr. Right, then he was happy for her.

  


  Chapter 28


  Sol's Girl


  
    BETA had his feet up on his desk and code open on his screen. The job was barely a week old and they were already loading him up with tasks. It was wonderful. The fact that he’d only heard from Victoria once in the week and a half since she had been out of the hospital was not so wonderful.


    


    He tapped at the keyboard, moving some logic higher up in the function he was fixing. Someone knocked at the door. Jerome and Sol stood in the hallway, shoulder to shoulder. Jerome grinned. “Beta dude, how’s it going?”


    “Good.” Beta took his feet off the desk and sat up straighter. He set the keyboard on the desk in front of the center of his three monitors.


    “Psh, don’t put on airs for us, Benjamin. If you work better with your feet elevated, so be it.” Sol came in and sat in one of the empty chairs opposite Beta’s desk. “How are you feeling?”


    Beta stared at him, confused. Why would his boss care about his feelings? Did he think he was sick? “Uh, good?”


    “No new-job anxiety? Nothing that’s making you wish you had gone back to Nebraska?” Sol seemed genuinely concerned.


    Jerome stood behind the boss and rolled his eyes.


    “No. I like the job. Jerome’s still letting me sleep on his couch, so it’s not like I’m on the street or anything.”


    “The couch? Jerome! You should know better. The company has an apartment downstairs. You may stay in it, if you like. It’s furnished.”


    An empty furnished apartment? He didn’t know much about New York, but that didn’t seem possible. Not unless it was some kind of rathole.


    “Uh, I guess? I bet Charity wants me out.”


    “She would never admit it if she did,” Sol said, glancing back at Jerome. “Would she?”


    “She’s okay so far. But yeah, Beta, if you wanted to take the place, we wouldn’t be offended.”


    Beta knew what that meant. Charity wasn’t trying to run him out, but she was whispering in her husband’s ear. His mom did the same kind of thing. So did every woman in her bible study.


    On the plus side, he could afford the rent unless it was something truly ridiculous. “How much is the rent?”


    Sol chuckled. “Well, it’s complicated. There’s no rent, per se, but I do need a favor.”


    “Uh...” Beta looked to Jerome for guidance.


    Sol laughed louder. “No, no, young Benjamin. You are not my type. I like my men like my coffee: tall--”


    Jerome cut him off. “If you’re about to finish that with ‘black and strong,’ I wouldn’t.”


    “Just because it’s true, doesn’t make it wrong.” Sol smiled innocently.


    Jerome rolled his eyes. “I’m filing a sexual harassment lawsuit. I just want you to know that.”


    “Anyway, Benjamin, I need a favor.”


    “I’m listening.”


    Sol rubbed his hands together. “I have a friend--a girl--that is having some gentleman trouble. She’s asked me to spend an evening with her being seen about town in order to send a message to this gentleman. I don’t particularly care to spend my evening gallivanting around with her. Not only is she a woman, but her mother is friends with my mother, and that’s just a headache I don’t want.”


    Beta considered it. He wasn’t actually dating Victoria. As far as he knew, she was still seeing Trent. If it had seemed like he was making progress chatting with her at the hospital, the silence since she’d left the hospital had set him straight. He looked to Jerome. “Is he serious?”


    Jerome shrugged. “Probably. It’s hard to tell with him.”


    “Of course I’m serious. She’s a perfectly nice girl. Jewish, if it matters. Our mothers attend the same synagogue.” Sol stood up, but stopped at the door. “I hate to be pushy, but if you could me know by say, 3:00, I’d appreciate it.” He sauntered out, leaving Jerome behind.


    “That was bizarre,” Beta said.


    “That’s Sol for you.”


    “Well, I guess free rent is worth a night on the town with about anyone.” Beta put his feet back on his desk and settled the keyboard back into his lap.


    “You don’t have to take him up on it if you don’t want to. I know you’re still chasing Victoria...”


    “I’ve been chasing Victoria most of my life. I’ve never quite caught her.” Beta sighed, and took his feet back down. He stood up. “I guess I’ll take Sol up on the offer. That’s a heck of a thing, though. Having your boss set you up with a girl.”


    Jerome laughed and clapped Beta on the shoulder. “At least he didn’t try to set you up with a boy.”


    ***


    They called it clubbing, and Beta was starting to understand why. He wanted nothing more than to smack Zoe in the head and go home. A night stick would work, but what he really wanted was a full on Fred Flintstone tree limb. It wasn’t that she was ugly. She wasn’t. She was quite attractive, in fact. She had a swimmer’s body, lithe and tight. It wasn’t even that she was dumb. She had been pleasant and conversational when they had dinner.


    The problem was that she was drunk.


    Not just drunk. Giddy, happy, ridiculous drunk. Out of control didn’t begin to describe it. She had dragged him to three nightclubs, killed half a fifth of vodka at one, three quarters of a fifth of tequila at another and was well into her second drink at the third. And she wouldn’t shut up.


    “Ben, Ben, come on. I love this song. You have to dance with me.” She caught his hand, pulling him toward the dance floor. Her martini sloshed over the lip of its glass, splashing gin and vermouth on Beta’s pants. She didn’t even notice.


    “Again? Come on, Zoe, I’m danced out.” She wasn’t even his girlfriend, for God’s sake!


    “Come on! Sol said you were mine for the night.”


    She dragged him to the dance floor. Bodies waved around them. The music drowned out all other sound, nearly drowning out thought itself. Beta swayed more or less on beat while Zoe shook her ass at him and then on him.


    Her jeans were tight enough and low enough that he could see a significant portion of her ass cheeks as she ground them across his pants. She rubbed side to side and up and down, and it was having an effect. His cock throbbed in his slacks, and there was no way she wasn’t noticing it.


    Beta cursed himself, wondering how he let himself get in this situation. Zoe was hot, smart and interested. All the things he used to think were attractive. Still thought were attractive. He just wanted them in different packaging.


    “What’s wrong, Ben?” She was facing him then, yelling in his ear to be heard over the din. “Sol said you weren’t one of his people.”


    Her breasts were pressed tight against him, and her whole body was slithering up and down his chest. Beta swallowed, his hands barely touching her hips. It was like a bizarre version of his high school prom, only he wasn’t spending the night jealous of the guy dancing with Victoria.


    “I... I’m not.”


    She pressed even tighter, rubbing her crotch against his. “Then dance with me, fool. You’ll never get lucky if you stand there like a dead fish.”


    He tried to protest, but she wouldn’t listen. She grabbed his wrists and pushed his hands to her ass, shimmying in his grip when he finally held her.


    Beta hated himself even before he did it, but he squeezed those melon cheeks. Zoe grinned up at him.


    Her lips found his neck, and she kissed him from collarbone to up to the edge of jaw. How many guys had she done that with? A girl like her probably wasn’t too discriminating. He pulled away.


    “Alright, let’s go.” Zoe had hold of his wrist and dragged him back toward the front door and then they were out on the cold sidewalk.


    “You’re a terrible dancer. Did you know that?” Zoe waved at a cab.


    “I know. Where are we going now?”


    “My place.”


    Would that make him the fifteenth guy she’d slept with this year? Or the fiftieth. He hated to consider if the number were higher. A girl with her looks could have practically any single guy she wanted. And half the married ones, too.


    Beta shook his head. “I can’t.”


    “Come on, Ben. I promise you’ll have a good time.”


    He pulled his hand away. “I’m going home, Zoe. It’s been... nice.”


    “What!” She pushed a hand against his chest. “You can’t just leave me. I have needs!”


    “And I need to go.”


    “You ass!” She slapped him across the face, the cold air adding to the sting.


    Beta stepped back. “You. Are. Insane.”


    She glared at him and he thought she was going to come after him again, but the cabbie yelled out the window, “Hey, lady! Are we going somewhere or not?”


    Zoe got in the back of the cab and flipped Beta the bird through the rolled-up window.


    One of the random people lined up outside the club started laughing. “Dude, that was awesome. Never seen a guy stand a girl up like that.”


    Beta twirled his finger at his temple, the universal signal for crazy. He was going to regret blowing her off, but what was he supposed to do, move to the city and pick up the clap on his first date?


    Before he could start trudging down the sidewalk, someone called his name.


    “Hey, Ben!” A girl stepped out of the crowd, waving. It took him a moment to get from the skirt and blouse to the tanned face, and a moment longer to register that it was Vidya from work.


    Beta paused. Did Sol send her to spy on him?


    Two other girls followed her over. “How’s your night?” Vidya asked.


    “It’s good. Are you going inside?”


    “We were actually going down a few doors to the Blue Note.” She hesitated. “Do you want to go with us?”


    What was the harm? “Alright.”

  


  Chapter 29


  Vidya


  
    MUSIC floated the through the club. A girl with a double bass and a voice like warm honey was on stage. Kelsey and Lakshmi were holding down a table in the back of the club, leaving Beta and Vidya at the bar to fetch drinks. Beta was sticking to soda, but Vidya had three martinis arrayed in front of her.


    


    “Could you grab one of these?” She asked, scooping the other two.


    Beta grabbed a glass. “I didn’t know you were that much of a drinker.”


    “They’re not all for me.”


    They made their way back to the table, and Beta only spilled the martini once. Even late, the club was full of bodies.


    Beta kept an eye out for Victoria. The Blue Note was definitely her kind of place. He considered how he’d react if he ran into her, then decided that he didn’t care. He’d tried to be there for he. God knew he’d tried. And she hadn’t appreciated him, not once she was out of the hospital. So be it.


    Kelsey was missing when they stopped at the table and took their seats, but a few minutes later she appeared out of the crowd. A tall, swole looking guy followed her, his shirt tight against his obviously steroid enhanced chest.


    “Thanks, babe.” Kelsey accepted the glass Vidya pushed her direction, then reached out to touch the guy’s hand. “Jack and I are going to go dance.” She leaned in, whispering to Vidya, though Beta could still hear it, “If you don’t see me later, don’t worry. I think I found tonight’s entertainment.”


    Vidya flashed a smile and let the other girl leave. Lakshmi scooted closer, the better to chat. “I hate it when she does that.”


    “Does what?” Beta asked.


    “Just picks up a guy and abandons us,” Lakshmi took a sip of her drink. “It happens, like, twice a month.”


    Beta wasn’t sure if any of his friends had ever been scooped up by a girl at a club like that. He certainly hadn’t, and after his experience with Zoe, he was pretty sure he didn’t want to be. Maybe he’d have to ask Jerome just how he’d found Charity.


    “So Ben, do you go out much?” Vidya edged her way into Beta’s field of vision.


    “Not really. I was out with some friend of Sol’s.”


    Vidya thrust a shoulder forward and cocked an eyebrow. It sent a tingle through Beta. When she did that, it was way sexier than when Sol did it. “Oh, really?”


    “She was out of control. Not my type.”


    “What’s your type? String? Boolean?”


    Beta grinned. Any girl that would make a programming joke at a jazz club couldn’t be all bad. “BigInt.”


    Vidya snorted, nearly choking on her drink. Lakshmi just looked confused. “I don’t get it.”


    “If I explain it, it ruins it.” Vidya winked at her. “Nerd humor.” She looked to Beta. “Lakshmi is a med student. Computers are lost on her.”


    “Sorry, but I only laugh at funny jokes.” Lakshmi handed Vidya an empty glass. “I’m going to run to the little girls’ room. You two be good.” She disappeared into the crowd, dark hair waving behind her.


    “Did I run her off somehow?” Beta wasn’t sure how he could have, but it would be just his luck.


    “I don’t think so.” Vidya scooted closer, almost to the point that they were touching. They chatted about work and about how he was liking New York. It seemed like everyone wanted to know his opinion about the city.


    The band switched from smooth jazz to something with a harder edge, and Beta found himself tapping along with it. Lakshmi came back a while later, and Beta was surprised to see that it had been nearly an hour.


    “Sorry kids, the line was hellacious,” Lakshmi shrugged. “I need to head out pretty soon.”


    Vidya touched Beta’s shoulder. “We need to go. I assume I’ll see you at work tomorrow?”


    “Sure.”


    Beta walked with them to the front of the club. They weren’t quite to the front door when Beta saw Trent.


    Victoria stepped out from behind him.


    Beta’s heart stopped. Vidya was so close their hands were brushing. A pang of guilt hit him, then passed. What did he have to feel guilty about?


    Victoria was arguing with Trent, and then she looked his way. Her eyes settled on him, taking a moment to recognize him. She started to smile. And then she saw Vidya.


    Her expression shattered like someone dropped a wineglass, all traces of mirth turning to despair in an instant.


    Beta didn’t know what to do, and then the moment was past. He emerged onto the sidewalk with Vidya and walked with her and Lakshmi to the train station.


    “You ladies have a good evening,” he said.


    “We already did.” Vidya smiled. “I’m glad we ran into each other, Ben.”


    Beta smiled back. “Me, too.”


    Beta practically floated back to the apartment. Not even the quick encounter with Victoria was enough to dampen his spirits. Vidya was smart, and funny and... attractive. That definitely didn’t hurt.

  


  Chapter 30


  Christmas Party


  
    VICTORIA didn’t want to be at Trent’s company Christmas party. The doctor at Mt. Sinai sent her home with instructions to rest and stay off her feet. That was over a week ago. Instead, she’d gone to work and then out on the town with Trent. And now she was here, in a ballroom full of drunk investment bankers, stock brokers and their silicone laden trophy wives. She felt like an ugly duckling that had wandered into Swan Lake.


    


    Victoria clutched at her champagne flute and looked for Trent. Finding a guy in a gray suit wasn’t going to be easy, not in a room full of bankers. Not like she was uniquely dressed, either, if he were looking for her. Half the women in the room--she’d say the younger half, but that wasn’t exactly true--were wearing similar black pencil dresses.


    Another survey of the area didn’t turn him up. He had wandered off fifteen minutes ago, leaving her chatting with one of his female coworkers. The coworker was still there, her teeth as sparkly as her diamonds.


    “And then that horrible shrew of a woman Monica just cut right in front of me and dove into the back of the limo. As if I could lower myself to run in heels. The nerve!” She smiled at Victoria, as if she expected agreement. When Victoria didn’t respond, she kept going, “And then I was late to the reception in Westchester. I mean, really, who gets married on the day after Thanksgiving? You’re supposed to nurse a hangover and then go up to Broadway, not drive halfway across the state to some stupid reception.” She sighed.


    Victoria realized that her champagne flute was empty, and flagged down a passing waiter.


    “Another drink, ma’am?” He took the empty glass and reached for a full one.


    “I’m good, thank--“


    Monica snatched a glass from the edge of his platter, unbalancing it. The waiter snatched at the glass, but it only made things worse. The whole thing fell, shattering and spraying them all with glass and champagne. The platter clanked on the marble floor and rolled a dozen feet away. Monica shrieked.


    “You clumsy oaf.” She cocked a hand back, as if she were going to slap the poor waiter.


    “I’m so sorry, ladies.” He dropped to his knees to start sweeping the sodden mess with his towel. And to dodge Monica.


    Monica huffed and stalked away, muttering about him ruining her dress. She made it about five feet, then slipped and fell smack on her ass. She was lucky not to land in any of the broken glass. With another curse, she rose and rushed off, leaving Victoria and the waiter standing alone in a wide circle of staring people.


    “It wasn’t your fault.” Victoria stayed where she was, afraid to walk on the slick floor.


    “I know.” He shrugged, like it was the most ordinary thing in the world.


    Victoria felt far closer to him than to Monica. She was a yesterday or a tomorrow away from being in his shoes and cleaning the floors. Complaining about weddings and limos was an alien concept--she’d love to be taken to someone else’s wedding in a limo. In her world that was something reserved for the wedding party, not the guests.


    More of the wait staff came and cleaned up the mess. Victoria made her way toward the band in the far corner of the hall. Trent was still nowhere to be found.


    Her mind wandered back to the Blue Note and to seeing Beta practically holding hands with that Indian girl. There was no reason for jealousy, but Victoria still felt a pang. The idea that Beta wouldn’t always be pining after her was strange, not something she’d ever consciously considered. Somehow, she’d just taken for granted that he’d always be there.


    She took a deep breath, clearing her mind. Dealing with trouble from one man at a time was hard enough. No sense in getting worked up about another.


    The band was a jazz quartet: singer, pianist, saxophonist and cellist. The cellist had a trumpet standing in front of him, too. Victoria eased her way through the crowd and stopped near a garland covered pillar. The singer turned her way and Victoria recognized Roxanne from the Harlem audition. She swayed before the microphone, green sequins casting an emerald glow around her. It made her look like a leprechaun.


    Victoria waited for the current song to end, and when the band didn’t immediately start another, she made her way forward and waved.


    “Victoria!” Roxanne beamed at her. “I had no idea you were in finance.”


    “I’m not. My boyfriend is.”


    “Ah. Well, how have you been? You find any singing work yet?”


    “Nothing yet. Still waiting tables.”


    “I take it you didn’t hear anything from the Harlem audition?”


    Victoria shook her head. “Nothing good.”


    “That sucks. They called and told me that they liked my voice, but I didn’t fit the image of the club.”


    The other folks in the band were filtering back, and one of them handed Roxanne a bottle of water, then went to check his cello.


    “You sound great,” Victoria said. “I’m glad you finally found something.”


    The cellist tapped Roxanne on the shoulder. “Sorry, babe,” Roxanne told Victoria, “I need to sing. Catch up to me later and we’ll chat, okay?”


    “Sure.” Victoria waited through another song to be polite, then scanned the room again looking for Trent.


    She didn’t find him, but she did find Jennifer, Trent’s interior designer. Jennifer had a navy dress with cream swirls up the hips and over the bust. It was hard to tell from across the room, but the cream looked translucent. What a tramp. Victoria picked another direction, any direction, it didn’t matter, and started walking. She accepted another flute of champagne from a passing waitress, then finally spotted Trent.


    He was standing near a potted plant, wobbling a little. As she got closer, she noticed the slackness in his face and how his normally beautiful grey eyes were unfocused. He rubbed at his jaw, nearly poking himself in the eye, and for a split second Victoria thought she saw a smear of lipstick. When he took his hand away, it was gone.


    When she reached him, Victoria caught his elbow, giving him a little extra support. “Trent, you feeling alright?”


    “Whazzit? I’m good.” A blast of whiskey fumes blew over her as he spoke. “Victoria. Where have you been?”


    “I’ve been out here looking for you.”


    “Oh, I was... I...” He got quiet, taking entirely too long to pick his words. “I was in the whiskey lounge. Getting some whiskey.”


    Victoria looked back over the room and spotted Jennifer on the opposite side. The exact opposite side. As if they couldn’t have been further apart if they tried. Funny that Jennifer had appeared at the same time Trent had.


    Victoria took a deep breath. She didn’t know he was messing around on her. He seemed drunk enough that he could have just been working his way through the selection of scotch.


    “I’m not... I’m not feeling too well.” Trent pulled away and stumbled off toward the bathrooms.


    The band on the far side of the room was quiet, the music drowned out by the buzz of chatter and laughter. Victoria sighed. It was time to go. Trent was hammered, she was exhausted, and while it would be nice to talk to Roxanne, that could wait.


    Someone bumped into Victoria from the side, sending her stumbling and nearly making her turn an ankle in her heels.


    “Oh, excuse me.” Jennifer held a hand to her forehead. “Did I bump into Trent’s charity project?”


    Her dress was in fact translucent. You could see all the way up her leg and follow the window of lace over her breasts, only barely missing the nipples. Prostitutes showed less skin.


    Victoria ground her teeth. She wanted to give the girl a piece of her mind, but the middle of a Christmas party wasn’t the place for it. “I was just leaving.” She tried to edge around the other girl, but Jennifer moved to block her.


    “I’m not done talking to you, country girl.” She jabbed a finger into Victoria’s chest. “Enjoy your time with Trent. He lasts about six months with each of the new girls. Wines them, dines them, gets his fill and then--poof! You’re gone.”


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    “Of course you don’t. Not yet. But you know what? He always comes back to me. Always.”


    A tremor of rage passed through Victoria. This hooker was trying to lecture her about men? “I’m leaving. Are you going to move, or am I going to move you?”


    Jennifer laughed. “Please, make a scene. Trent would love that.”


    Victoria took a step closer, her hand balling into a fist. Jennifer’s eyes went wide, and she backed up, letting Victoria past. Victoria wanted to give her a piece of her mind, but Trent was coming back.


    He saw them together and nearly tripped. Victoria blew past the other girl and caught Trent by the elbow. “We’re leaving.”


    “You can leave.” He pulled his arm away. “I have to stay.” He didn’t sound nearly as drunk. He stood firmly, not a hiccup in his posture.


    “Fine.” Victoria walked away and didn’t look back. She wasn’t sure whether he was faking drunkenness earlier or sobriety then, but either way, she didn’t like it. She seethed all the way back down to the lobby.

  


  Chapter 31


  Drinks


  
    ROXANNE sat at a narrow table, an empty martini glass by her right hand, and a full one in her left. She had her chair turned out toward the bar so her back was to the wooden railing that divided the bar area from the rest of the restaurant and her right elbow was up on the table.


    


    Victoria sank into the chair across from her.


    “You look rough, lady,” Roxanne said.


    “I’ve pulled three doubles in a row, and that was after being out half the night Saturday.”


    Roxanne drank off about half her martini on a long swallow. “You couldn’t have been too late. I looked for you after we finished playing.”


    “I left a little after midnight. Trent and I aren’t seeing-eye to eye on some things.”


    “That’s your boyfriend?”


    “Yeah. I caught him with a another woman, but he explained it away somehow.”


    Roxanne finished her drink. “Run that by me again. He just explained it away?”


    “He says the girl was his interior designer and just stopped by. And then he said they used to date. I think they were fucking, but he denies it.”


    “So? So what if they were?”


    “It’s not something I do. Or condone.”


    “Ah. So if you think he’s fucking around on you, why not end it?”


    “I don’t know.” Victoria sighed.


    A waiter came over. He was a little shorter than Victoria preferred, but plenty cute. Roxanne flashed him a wide smile.


    “Jeremy, another martini for me. And whatever Victoria wants.”


    “A cosmo.” Victoria sat up a little straighter. “Actually, make it a double.”


    “Got it.” The waiter nodded to each of them, turned on his heel and strode away.


    Roxanne watched his ass until he was out of sight. “God, he’s hot.”


    He did have a nice set of buns. And the rest of him wasn’t too bad, either. His ears were a little too big, though.


    “What, you don’t think so?” Roxanne asked.


    “He’s not my type.”


    “Too short?”


    “Maybe.”


    Roxanne laughed. “That’s exactly my type. Here he comes.” She pushed her chest out and watched him all the way to the table.


    “Ladies, your drinks.” His gaze lingered on Roxanne a few moments longer than on Victoria before he left them to chat.


    “Sorry about that.” Roxanne fixed her attention back on Victoria once the waiter was gone. “You were saying something about your cheating boyfriend?”


    “Just that I’m not the cheating sort. My mother is sort of a tramp. I always hated seeing her bring guys home, and I vowed I wasn’t going to be like that.”


    “Right. So why not drop his ass?”


    “Because he’s handsome and charming and I’m not sure if it’s not just me projecting my own messed up ideas about relationships onto him. Or something like that.”


    “Well, at least you have your reasons. I, personally, am going to sit here until I have enough liquid courage to ask our darling waiter what he’s doing when his shift ends. And then I plan to take him home and give him the time of his life.”


    Victoria shook her head. It sounded just like something her mom would say, but coming from someone else, it didn’t bother her: Roxanne didn’t have a little girl at home.


    They sat and chatted about music. Roxanne told Victoria how she landed the gig singing with the band that played at the party. Victoria told Roxanne how she was collecting enough rejections that she could repaper the walls with them. It would have been an opportune time for Roxanne to encourage her, to tell her to stick with it until she found something. To say anything at all positive. Instead, she just shrugged and ordered another drink.


    Before the waiter left, she slipped her hand over his. “Jeremy, isn’t it?” She batted her eyes at him.


    “Yes.”


    “I was talking to my friend here, and she’s got plans later on and my evening has suddenly cleared up. Would you be interested in a drink after your shift?”


    The waiter’s smile popped like a balloon floating into a cactus. “I’m engaged.”


    Roxanne smiled wider and thrust out her chest again. “I won’t tell if you won’t.”


    “No. Not interested. Can I get you your bill?”


    Victoria covered her smile with her hand. She hadn’t ever shot someone down that coldly.


    Roxanne’s eyes narrowed. “Sure.”


    When he left, Roxanne finished her drink and looked at Victoria. “I don’t really have much reason to stay back here. You want to see about getting a table and having a proper meal?”


    Victoria chuckled. “Food sounds good. Would you rather go somewhere else?”


    “And miss out on Chef Nomi’s food? Are you kidding? His sushi is the best in town.”


    The bar was situated in the back of the building, connected to the front by a long, elevated walkway that stretched down one side of the dining area. About halfway down the walkway, Victoria turned to Roxanne. “Do you find it odd to eat Japanese food on December 7th?”


    “No, why?”


    “Pearl Harbor Day.”


    Roxanne shrugged. “I bet the Japanese eat hamburgers on the fourth of July. What’s it matter?”


    They went down the steps into the restaurant proper and were halfway to the hostess stand when Victoria saw a familiar face.


    Jennifer.


    A man sat across from her. He had the right hair and the right shoulders to be Trent. Part of her wanted to confront them and tell Trent they were done. Part of her wanted to turn tail and run the other way. If she wasn’t sure it was him, she wouldn’t feel obligated to end it. Indecision tore her up, but inertia bore her forward. She still hadn’t come to a decision when Jennifer’s eyes settled on her. Jennifer’s face lit up and she said something to her dinner companion, though she was too far for Victoria to hear anything over the murmur of the other diners.


    Trent turned around in his chair and spotted her. His face was expressionless, then his eyes crinkled with amusement.


    Victoria caught Roxanne’s elbow. “That’s them. Trent and the girl.”


    “Here?” Roxanne grinned. “Can we go harass them?”


    “I don’t know if--“


    “Come on. Where is he?”


    Victoria sighed. “This way. He’s in the blazer.”


    Jennifer had a sleek, blood-red dinner dress that made Victoria’s jeans and sweater look pedestrian. She also had full makeup, and Victoria had just put on a little mascara and lipstick before going out--she didn’t have anyone to impress, but clearly Jennifer did.


    “Look what the cat dragged in,” Jennifer said when Victoria and Roxanne reached her table.


    “Who you calling a cat?” Roxanne asked. She put her hands on her hips. She wasn’t tall enough to tower over anyone, but it was enough to make Jennifer flinch.


    Trent just stared coolly between the three of them. “How nice to see you this evening, Victoria.”


    “Did she forget something here, too?” Victoria looked at Jennifer as she asked Trent the question, her voice shaking. Some irrational, animal part of her wanted to wade in claws first and let them both have it.


    “It’s a business dinner, actually.” Trent was like a regal duck. All her anger just washed off his back like so much water.


    Roxanne rolled her eyes. “Business dinner? Really?”


    “Yes.” Trent said. “Who are you? I don’t believe we’ve been introduced.”


    Jennifer snickered. “The village people don’t have manners.”


    “This is my friend Roxanne,” Victoria said. “Roxanne, this is Trent.” She pointed to Jennifer. “And this is the hired help.”


    Jennifer blanched, but Trent actually smiled. “Jennifer is the firm’s interior designer. We were just discussing how to furnish my new office.”


    “Riiight.” Roxanne shook her head. “You two have a nice date. Come on, Victoria. This is a waste of time.”


    Trent snorted. “Have a good evening, Victoria. I’ll call you tomorrow.”


    Victoria bit her tongue, forcing herself not to lay into him. Not yet. “Sure.”


    She followed Roxanne to the hostess stand, Jennifer’s giggling echoing in her ears. “Hey Rox, I think maybe I’m going to pass on the sushi.”


    “It’s not that good, anyway.” Roxanne passed the hostess stand, angling instead for the front door. “I just wanted to another shot at the waiter.”


    Victoria followed her outside into the night. Her chest felt tight and she had the beginning of a migraine throbbing at her right temple. She and Trent were going to hash this whole thing out, and she had a feeling it was going to end in tears. Hers, probably.

  


  Chapter 32


  Office


  
    CHRISTMAS garlands hung above the door to Beta’s office, and the decorators had even put a wreath in his window. Beta ran a finger along the inside of the window pane, checking to see if the frost would smear. It did, leaving a smudge on the glass and some kind of white powder on his finger. He wiped it off on a tissue, then settled into his chair. One nice thing about living in the building was the commute. Unless he went out for lunch or groceries, he never went below the fifth floor.


    


    It was probably how the people in Wool felt, but to the negative one power. Or something.


    A sonorous piano tune rose from the baby grand in the common area. Sol was in early, too, practicing. Beta didn’t recognize the tune, but whatever it was, it was beautiful and haunting.


    He closed the door.


    Once in his chair, Beta set his feet on the desk and settled the keyboard into his lap and went to work. Time lost meaning when he got buried in the code. People wandered past his office, and someone may have even talked to him, but he couldn’t remember who it was or what they said. When he next surfaced into conscious thought, it was pushing 11:00 and his legs ached from sitting still for so long.


    Beta wandered down the second level walkway to Jerome’s office. The big guy was at his desk, hunched over his keyboard, his attention fixed squarely on one of his monitors. Beta cleared his throat.


    Jerome jerked and looked. “Beta dude, how’s it going?”


    “It goes. You got lunch plans?”


    “Sol mentioned something to me this morning when I came in. You want to come with us?”


    “Is that okay? I need to get out of the building. I don’t think I’ve been on the street in a week.”


    Jerome shook his head. “That can’t be healthy, dude. You need to get out and see the town a little. Not just spend your time in EVE.”


    “I haven’t been online much, actually. I take it you haven’t, either?”


    “Nah, Charity and I have been going to the gym and stuff. Seen a couple movies, some shows up in Midtown.”


    “Well, ping me before you guys leave.”


    “Will do.”


    Beta wandered back to his office and settled back in front of his monitors. Coming in early and staying late had turned into a routine. It was funny how that worked. Back in Omaha the routine had been tech support, web development, EVE.


    Jerome and Sol gathered him for lunch and distracted him for a while, and it was good to walk around in the fresh air--even if it was cold enough to make him think he was back home in the Midwest--but the afternoon soon meandered into the evening and Beta was working alone in the building.


    At least he thought he was, until Sol knocked on the window. “Benjamin, you’re here late again.”


    Beta rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. “Yeah, Sol, what’s up?”


    “Are you trying to impress me, young man? Because working yourself to exhaustion and burn-out isn’t something I find endearing in my employees.”


    “No. I was just busy.” Beta gestured toward the screen. “Lost track of time.”


    “How was your evening with Zoe?”


    “Weird.” Beta met Sol’s eyes. “That girl has issues. And probably diseases.”


    Sol chuckled. “I’ll refrain from passing that message to her mother. So I take it your evening wasn’t enjoyable?”


    “It turned out alright. I ran into Vidya and a couple of her friends.”


    “Vidya Butala?”


    Beta nodded, but a pang of worry hit him. They hadn’t exactly had a date, but was there some company policy against it? “Is that okay? That we work together, I mean?”


    “It’s fine, Benjamin. Please remain professional in the office, and try to avoid an acrimonious breakup, but you’re both adults. Be responsible.”


    Beta exhaled. Well, that was good news, at least.


    “What happened to your girl from Nebraska that you came out here to see?”


    “I haven’t seen her since she left the hospital. I thought...” He looked away, studying the whiteboard and thinking about the last time he’d seen her laying on her hospital bed, pale and weak. “I thought maybe something would change. I’d ride in like Prince Charming and she’d be swept away and...”


    “And it didn’t work out?”


    “I only came to the city because she was in the hospital, right? And then when she was released, she ran straight back to her Wall Street boyfriend and I’ve barely heard anything since. So forgive me if I’d rather just carve out a niche of my own here, and not spend my evenings worrying about her. Because I’ve done that.” Beta clenched his fists. “God, have I done that. I’ve spent ten years chasing Victoria, and each time I catch her, she twists away.”


    “To another man?”


    “No. Not until this year. And then she meets this asshole banker from up here and the next thing I know she’s moving halfway across the country. Only, I’ve met this guy. He really is an asshole. So I don’t know what I’m doing anymore. Just trying to make it, I guess.”


    Sol stood up. “Come on. We’re getting a drink. I’m saying this as a concerned friend and not your boss. You need to get out of this building for a few hours.”


    “Sol, I really don’t think--“


    “Benjamin, grow up. You want to know why she keeps running away from you? It’s because you act like a child. You chase her when you should give her space, and you hide from her when you should call. I don’t claim to know a lot about women, but I know more than a few things about people. Now get up.”


    Beta rose reluctantly, and followed Sol to the elevator. Sol was right. Deep down, Beta knew it. He didn’t want to admit it, but he knew it. Life wasn’t a fairy tale, and he wasn’t Prince Charming. The best thing he could do was put Victoria out of his mind. Well, that and maybe see if Vidya wanted to get dinner sometime.

  


  Chapter 33


  Beta and Vidya


  
    HALF a dozen stormtroopers in white body armor milled in front of Beta and Vidya. Darth Vader had a dog in a wampa costume on a leash behind them.


    


    “We’re moving,” Vidya said, startling Beta out of his trance as he watched the dog. The line for the New York Comic Con stretched into the Javits Center like one long road into nerd paradise.


    The wampa was actually a seeing eye dog, he decided as he turned away. The stormtroopers were already a dozen feet ahead, leaving a gap. Beta took a few steps forward. “Should we have gotten costumes?”


    “Couldn’t have hurt.” Vidya fluffed her hair. “I’d make a marvelous Indian Leia.”


    “I always pictured myself as Luke Skywalker.”


    “More like Han Solo, I think.”


    “You sure that doesn’t make you Chewbacca then?” He grinned at her and made a croaking sound to imitate Wookie speech.


    “I will cut you down with your own blaster.” She pointed a finger at him, then poked him in the shoulder. “Scoot up. You’re not very good at lines.”


    Beta drifted forward again, keeping pace with the stormtroopers. He slipped a hand into his pocket, grabbing his phone. He wasn’t sure what had possessed him to buy two tickets and march into Vidya’s office with them, but she hadn’t turned him down when he’d suggested they go to the convention.


    And then he’d walked off and left the tickets in the office when they got in the cab to Javits.


    The upshot of it being the 21st century and them being in New York was that he didn’t need paper. The QR code in his email would work just fine.


    The stormtroopers passed through the front holding area, and a convention worker came over to scan Beta’s tickets. He presented his phone, waited for the scanner to beep, and they were through.


    “So what’s the plan, Ben?” Vidya asked. “Anyone in particular you want to see?”


    “I don’t care. I saw that Nathan Fillion is going to be here. Maybe him?”


    “Not Stan Lee? Or Frank Miller?”


    Vidya was into comics? He wasn’t sure why it came as a shock, but it did. She was Indian. And a girl. “If you want to see them, we can.”


    “What? I see that look.”


    “Nothing.”


    “You didn’t think I’d know who they were? I’m a nerd, Ben. Of course, I know who they are. I’ve seen Spider-man and Sin City.”


    Beta laughed without thinking. “The movies? They’re comic book writers.”


    “What, you’re discriminatory in your fandom? Five minutes ago you were fine with me being Princess Leia.”


    Beta held up his hands. “Sorry. Not judging. If I was, I apologize. I was just surprised. If you want to get Stan Lee’s signature on something, I’m all for it.”


    Vidya pointed to a tent with soft drinks. “I’m thirsty. Let’s go there first.”


    They picked up a couple drinks, then worked their way into the exhibition hall. Vidya slipped closer, and Beta wasn’t sure if it was from the press of the crowd or just... because.


    She leaned in and whispered into his ear right as he took a sip of Dr. Pepper, “So I was thinking of getting Stan Lee to sign my chest.”


    Beta spewed his drink all over the girl in front of him. The soda burned his nose, and it was all he could do to breathe without choking more.


    The girl glared at him. “Get yourself under control.”


    “Sorry,” Vidya said, stepping between them. “My fault.”


    The other girl huffed, but stormed off into the crowd.


    “I don’t actually care about Stan Lee, you know,” Vidya said once she was gone.


    “Really? You whisper that in my ear and you don’t even want his signature?”


    “Nah. Hey, look.” She pointed a couple booths down. “It’s the Firefly.”


    “Want to go see if Nathan Fillion’s there?”


    “Absolutely.”


    They wove through the crowd, edging between the mass of bodies until they were too thick to go any farther. “Line’s back there, buddy,” someone told them.


    “Sorry,” Beta said. “Just trying to see if-- yeah, there he is.” He turned to Vidya. “Do you want to meet him? We could do a picture or something.”


    “Okay.”


    It took half an hour of waiting in line, and then Beta was surprised that he had to pony up twenty bucks for a picture, but he got one taken with Vidya and him on either side of Captain Mal Reynolds. Vidya even picked up a blu-ray of Firefly and got Fillion to sign it. For another twenty bucks, of course.


    “Where to now?” Vidya asked.


    “I don’t care? Feel like wandering?”


    “Sure.”


    So they wandered up to various booths ranging from anime to comics to movies to the sci-fi and fantasy authors. Beta even stopped and bought a copy of Old Man’s War and got Scalzi himself to sign it.


    “You’ve read Forever War, right?” Vidya asked as they walked away from Scalzi’s booth.


    “No. Heard of it. Never read it.”


    “Dude, seriously?”


    What, was she channeling her inner Murderboat? “Is it good?”


    “If you like Old Man’s War, you’ll like Forever War. It’s got some clever views on the future shape of civilization.”


    And she had opinions on science fiction. Good, informed opinions. Beta marveled at her as they exited into the bright lights outside the convention center.


    “Do you want to get a drink or something?” Beta asked.


    Vidya hesitated. “Not tonight. Maybe next time?”


    “Okay.” He flagged down a cab, held the door for her. All in all, it had been one of the best evenings of his life, even if it was ending a little early.

  


  Chapter 34


  Finished


  
    VICTORIA stood in the hallway outside Trent’s apartment. Her veins flowed with ice cold determination. When she knocked on the door, it came across as a pounding, not the firm rap she had intended.


    


    Trent opened the door and stared at her a second. “Victoria, what a surprise. Come in.”


    She strode past him, not waiting for him to close the door. If Jennifer--or anyone else--was over, she couldn’t spot any evidence. No discarded shirts, no abandoned purses. Trent didn’t have any random lipstick on his jaw.


    Victoria plucked her copy of Trent’s key from her purse and swatted it down on the marble countertop. She faced him and squared her shoulders. “We’re done.”


    “Excuse me?”


    “Done. I want my clothes. Our relationship is over.”


    “Victoria, baby,” he moved forward, caught her by the shoulders, “what are you saying?”


    “I will not abide a man that cheats on me. I cannot.” She tried to pull away from him, but he tightened his grip and held her still.


    “I don’t understand. Is this about Jennifer?” He laughed, though it sounded hollow. “I told you, she’s the company’s interior designer now. I was about to have some work done on the apartment, you know, in case someone else were going to be living here in the next few months.” He looked her in the eye. “In case you were.”


    She succeeded in pulling away, and stalked across the living room. Midtown stretched out below her, and Central Park stood in the distance, a black hole in the glittering city. “You can say whatever you want, Trent. I know you can justify whatever you do, and you think you can talk your way out of any of your sins, but I’m just not that kind of girl. I don’t want an open relationship. I don’t want mistresses on the side. I want a man that loves me. That loves only me. And you’re not that kind of man.”


    She turned back him, tears in her eyes. “And when you lie to me about it and try to explain shit away like you think I’m some kind of idiot, all it does it make me certain that walking out that door is the right thing to do.”


    His calm façade fractured, and as he moved toward her, it shattered. “Victoria, baby, I’m sorry.” He made to sweep her into a hug, but she held out a hand, forcing him to stop a pace away. “It really was about redoing the apartment, but then she was here and one thing led to another, and I didn’t mean to sleep with her, but...”


    “But you couldn’t control yourself?”


    “Baby, I know. I didn’t mean to do anything. I would never do something to hurt you. It’s just... my father has always been a womanizer and my mom has always known. That was the example I’ve had all my life, and I’ve never found a woman I wanted to be with, not for more than a couple months. And then I found you, baby. And I’m sorry.” He shook his head. “I thought I could control the situation. I thought I could keep it professional, but you were in the hospital and--“


    “Excuse me? Don’t you dare try to blame me for this. I didn’t make you stick your dick in another woman. I was just trying to stay alive.” She stood up straighter, the kernel of determination sprouting into a sapling of anger. “And you barely came to visit. I was there five days and I saw you three times? And then you left after twenty minutes?”


    His look of hurt shifted, and cold calculation glinted in his eyes. “Yeah, I was probably there a fraction of the time Beta was.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?” A tremor passed through her.


    “I see how he moons after you. You never quite send him away, either. It’s like you want to have a backup, just in case.”


    It was like he was two different people. One second he was apologetic, trying to win her back, but as soon as he was convinced she was leaving, he turned into someone else.


    Victoria took a step forward, getting dangerously into his space. “It’s nothing like that. I’ve known him since we were in grade school.”


    “And?” He looked down at her, a sneer developing.


    “You know what? Fuck you, Trent. I’m done. I’m out. I thought I loved you. I was wrong.” She cocked her hand, thought better of it, and stalked past him toward the door.


    “You wait one damn minute.” He caught her by the arm. “I’m not through talking to you. Do you want to know the difference between us? You have a child’s idea of love. The world is more complicated than a Disney movie, Victoria. You think you know what love is? Love is the misconception that one woman significantly differs from another.”


    Victoria spun and swung without thinking. Her palm cracked across his face so hard the sting in her hand made her wince. It was still the sweetest note she’d ever sung. “I’m through with you.”


    She jerked her arm away and practically ran out of the apartment, slamming the door behind her. She jabbed the button on the elevator and stood there, shaking with rage until the car stopped and she got inside.


    Halfway across the lobby she realized she had forgotten to get her clothes. Whatever, he could keep them.


    ***


    A lonely wind whistled down the glass canyon, carrying spitting rain with it. Victoria shoved her hands into the pockets of her jacket and tried to ignore the cold. It was hard to tell if her shaking was the lousy weather or the still simmering rage.


    But at least she had done it. Trent was so sweet, so charming. When he wanted to be. But now that she was putting mental distance between them, she recognized his type. Her mom had boyfriends like that. The sort that put a woman on a pedestal until they got what they wanted, and then she went from being the sole object of his attention to just an object. A thing to be used when convenient and then discarded.


    She ducked under and awning, gaining respite from the rain. It was turning into something like sleet, and if the temperature dropped any more, they were going to have snow tomorrow. She dug her phone from her purse and hit the button to call Roxanne. Nothing in the world sounded better than a hot drink and a sympathetic ear.


    Roxanne didn’t pick up.


    Victoria stared at the slush already starting to accumulate on the sidewalk. She dialed Christine next, hoping she might be in town. Naturally, Christine didn’t answer, either.


    Charlotte was in Omaha, and Victoria knew nothing worthwhile was happening in Omaha. The phone rang until it went to voicemail.


    “Damn it!” Victoria kicked at the slush and started marching toward the train stop.


    At the bottom of the stairs, she sighed and dialed her mom. Her mom picked up on the second ring.


    “Why, look who it is. You aren’t in jail are you?”


    Victoria settled into the seat on the eastbound train. “Hi Mom. I don’t think they let you make your personal call on a cellphone from jail.”


    “Uh huh. You calling to chat or you got something important to say?” She was slurring her words subtly, but not enough to make Victoria worried. It would be more worrying if her mom were sober.


    “I just wanted to say I’m sorry, and that you were right.”


    “Is that right? You been drinking a little too much tonight?”


    “Not yet, but I’m on the way home to fix that.” Victoria looked out the window and realized that they were just about to go under the river. “Hold on, Mom. I’m going to cut out, but I’ll call you right back.”


    “If you’re calling to apologize, that must mean something happened. You get yourself knocked up?”


    And then the phone cut out. Great, now her mom was going to think she was pregnant. Victoria’s luck would be that her mom got on Facebook and broadcast it to the world in the next two minutes. Victoria leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. Her heart rate had settled down and the anger had ebbed. She just felt numb. An ache was settling in. The train was climbing up the track into Queens when she realized it was regret. Not for leaving Trent, but for wasting six months with him in the first place.


    She called her mom back.


    “Sorry, mom, my train just went under the river.”


    “You could have given me more warning. I thought something had happened.”


    “I did. Anyway, no, I’m not pregnant. I broke up with Trent earlier.”


    Her mom snorted. “Well, hallelujah.” It came out a smear of “L’s” but Victoria understood the sentiment if not the actual word. “I knew that boy was trouble, but you just wouldn’t listen.”


    “Mom, you’re not exactly helping.”


    “Well, I wish you hadn’t moved halfway across the country chasing him. It gets lonesome here in Shady Acres without my baby.”


    “I didn’t move out here just for him, Mom.” It felt like she had, though. Lord knew she hadn’t accomplished much else.


    “You finally get your break and land you a singing a job then?”


    “No.” You could always trust your mother to cut right to the heart of the matter. She expected her mom to drive that point home, and then twist the blade to boot, but she didn’t.


    “Well, shoot, Victoria. I’m sorry to hear that. If you decide you’re tired of the big city, you know you can always come back here, right?”


    “I know. Thank you.”


    “But you’re not leaving?”


    “Not yet.”


    “That’s alright, hon. I don’t blame you for giving it a try. If things don’t work out for you, at least you’ll always know you gave it an honest effort. That’s more than most folks can say.”


    It was thin praise, but it really did mean a lot. When all you heard in life was criticism or complaint, even a dribble of praise seemed like a torrent. “Well, thanks, Mom. My train is about to stop, and it’s raining outside, so I need to let you go.”


    “I love you, Victoria. Whatever you decide to do next, you’ll always be my little girl.”


    The words caught her unprepared, and she started to tear up. It took a hard swallow to keep herself under control. “Thank you, Mom. I love you, too.”


    She hung up and waited on the train to slide to a stop, then dashed out into the falling sleet. There was a bottle of wine in the apartment that had her name all over it. And if those tears needed to flow, at least they wouldn’t freeze to her face.

  


  Chapter 35


  Meetup


  
    BETA paced across his office, one hand tucked under his chin, the other scratching his head. The work on the portal was nearly done, but he was hung up on something that he thought was a bug with the browser and not actually his code. It was maddening.


    


    He stared at his whiteboard where he and Jerome had outlined the issue, but any insight he hoped to gain stayed well out of his way.


    Someone knocked on his window. “Hey, Ben.” Vidya stood in the doorway. She rubbed her hands on her slacks. “So I was on the phone with my mother this morning.”


    Beta looked at her, confused. They’d had, what? Two dates? And she was already telling her mother about him?


    Vidya sighed. “I’m going back to India.”


    “Come again?”


    “It’s not permanent, but it’s going to be for a few months. I just talked to Sol and he’s going to let me work remotely after I take a couple weeks of vacation.”


    “Is everything okay?”


    “My father was in an accident two nights ago. He should be fine, but it reminded me how long it’s been since I spent any time with my family.”


    “I understand.” He didn’t add the “sort of.” Having a family he actually wanted to spend time with would be a pleasant change. That wasn’t fair. Christine was awesome.


    “Good.” Vidya gave him a polite hug, hesitated, then pecked him on the cheek. “Feel free to chat, but I understand if you have other... priorities.”


    That last word sounded suspiciously like she was telling him to see other people. “Alright. Be safe.”


    “Thanks, Ben.”


    And she was gone.


    As breakups went, it was the least painful he’d ever experienced. Then again, it wasn’t like he had much experience. At least he didn’t find her with another guy on her arm.


    Beta dropped into his office chair and brought up his task list. Then his phone rang.


    He scooped it off his desk and nearly dropped it when he saw Victoria’s name on the caller ID. At the same time he hit the button to answer it, Sol walked up and poked his head into the office.


    Sol tapped on the glass. “Hey Beta, you got a sec-- Oh.”


    “Hang on,” Beta said to Sol.


    “What?” Victoria said through the phone. “Beta, are you there?”


    “I’m here. How are you?”


    “Is this a bad time?”


    “Hang on a second, okay.” He turned to his boss. “Do you need me?”


    “Who’s that?” Sol asked.


    Beta covered the phone with his hand. “Victoria.”


    “Your girl that’s the singer?”


    “Yeah.”


    Sol grinned, his eyebrows turning up on the ends and giving him an almost cartoonish, sinister look. “I want to meet her.”


    “Uh, Sol, it’s a little complicated.”


    Sol shrugged. “I already talked to Vidya. You’re in the clear. Hell, have her bring her boyfriend.”


    The crack about the boyfriend stung a little. Beta held the phone up to his ear again. “Sorry, I’m back.”


    Sol waited in the entryway. He really expected Beta to engineer a date.


    “Beta, are you okay? What was that?”


    “That was my boss. He, uh... I... Well, I told him you were a friend from Omaha, and... He wants to meet you.”


    “He what?”


    “He wants to meet you. It’s complicated. He’s not into girls, though. It’s not like that.”


    “Beta, you’re not making sense.”


    “I know. I’m sorry.” It was a terrible idea, and if anyone but Sol had put him up to it, he wouldn’t even consider it. God, rejection sucked. There was no way she’d want to meet him, never mind Sol. “Victoria, do you have plans--“ he glanced at Sol--“tonight?”


    Sol flashed a thumbs up.


    “Beta, are you asking me out on a date?”


    Beta’s heart sank. Here came the rejection. “No, not exactly. I mean, you can bring Trent if you want, so it’s not really a date.”


    It was quiet on the other end of the line. When she spoke, her voice so low he could barely hear it, and it had a dangerous edge to it. “Trent and I are no longer together.” Silence again, then, at a normal volume, she said, “I have to work until 10:00, but I could meet you after that.”


    Beta nearly dropped the phone. “Really?”


    “Yes. Where?”


    Beta looked to Sol. “Where?”


    “Biny.”


    “Where’s that?”


    “Thompson and Canal. Soho.”


    Beta relayed the name of the bar and the address.


    “She’s in?” Sol mouthed.


    Beta nodded. Sol grinned again, eyebrows doing a little dance, then strolled out of sight back toward his office.


    “So, uh, you called about something?” Beta asked, once Sol was out of earshot.


    “I was just wondering if I could come see Chuckles sometime. Christine said you have a new place.”


    He wasn’t sure if he could handle any more surprises. First Vidya leaving, and now Victoria coming back?


    “Beta? Hello?”


    “Sorry. Yeah, that’s fine. I have an apartment. It’s not permanent, but Chuckles is there. You can see him any time you like.”


    “Okay, thank you. Maybe not tonight, not if we’re going to Biny, but would later in the week be okay?”


    “Alright.”


    Victoria wished him well and told him she had to go run some errands before work, then she was gone. Beta sat at his desk, stunned. It felt like being hit by a bus, then finding out you won the lottery.


    ***


    The microphone on the sign should have given it away, but as soon as Beta made it through the front door he realized that Biny wasn’t just a Japanese place. It was a karaoke bar. Each table had its own screen, and a couple large displays hung from the walls. And it was dark. Everything was black, from the leather chairs to the plush carpets to the ceiling tiles. The kind of place that would make a biker feel at home, if he was into Japanese girls and pop music, anyway.


    Sol talked to the hostess, a pert Japanese girl about five inches shorter than Beta, and told her that there would be four of them and asked for a private room. She bowed, her crimson and gold kimono swishing dangerously low.


    “Uh, Victoria’s not bringing her boyfriend,” Beta said. “They broke up.”


    “I know, Benjamin. But that doesn’t mean I can’t bring mine. Aaron should be here any time.”


    Beta’s mouth formed a big O. Well, that would be interesting. The girl he wasn’t dating and his gay boss’s boyfriend. If someone in Omaha had told him six weeks ago he’d be standing there with Victoria and a gay couple, he would have assumed they were on bath salts.


    When they reached the room, Sol ordered a pitcher of sake and a bowl of edamame, then looked across the table at Beta, a serious expression on his face. “Do you sing, Benjamin?”


    “No.”


    The table was big enough to hold a dozen people, but the hostess cleared it of all the mats save four.


    “Not at all?”


    “In the car, maybe. At least back when I had a car. That’s about it.”


    “Well, you’ll just have to go first then.” Sol grinned like a Cheshire cat presented with a buffet of mice.


    “Not happening, boss. Thanks for the offer, though.”


    Sol cocked a massive eyebrow, but didn’t argue. Beta knew that look. It was the look his sister had when they were kids and she wanted him to do something. The look before she engineered a way to make him do whatever it was, no matter how much he wanted to avoid it. At least Sol wasn’t going to con him into cleaning the bathroom.


    Aaron arrived first, shown in by the same hostess that had seated Beta and Sol. Aaron looked like he had just stepped off the set of a Western movie. Wranglers and cowboy boots, a turquoise vest with a skinny bolo tie, and a big, purple cowboy hat on top of his head. A Mel Brooks Western, maybe.


    Sol stood up and gave him a hug and a peck on the lips. “Benjamin, this is Aaron.”


    They were the very definition of an odd couple. A pale, florid guy in a neon green Fox Creek polo shirt with a yarmulke perched on his head, and his rail thin flamboyant cowboy boyfriend.


    “How do you, do?” Aaron’s voice scratched and rumbled like an old motor, though he looked like he was maybe twenty-five, tops. He was absolutely the furthest thing from what Beta had expected.


    Beta shook his hand. “Ben Tanner, pleased to meet you.”


    “You the jazz singer?” Aaron asked as he sat down.


    “Uh, no. That’s Victoria, whenever she gets here.” Beta checked his watch. “Which should be any time.”


    Aaron, it turned out, was for many years of his life an actual cowboy. Now he was an actor, and from the hints Sol kept dropping, a successful one. They didn’t mention the names of any of the shows or commercials he was in, and when Beta started thinking about what kinds of films a flamboyant gay cowboy would be in, he decided that maybe he didn’t really need to know the details.


    Victoria arrived around 10:30 and she was as stunning as ever. Her lips were as plump and red as strawberries, and her eyes were edged in a way that gave her a dark, almost haunted look. The skin-tight black pants and low cut silver blouse suggested every one of her curves, but did it in a way that was completely tasteful.


    If Beta had been in love before, he was in full lust just watching her glide toward the table. He nearly knocked over the edamame in his haste to get up and pull out her chair.


    “Sorry I was late, Beta.” She smiled at him, sending a shiver right down his spine.


    “It’s okay.” Beta’s voice came out a croak. He sat back down and grabbed the closest beverage. The sake was in his mouth before realized that it wasn’t his water. He choked it down, feeling every drop of it burning all the way to his stomach.


    Sol laughed at him. “While Benjamin tries to aspirate himself on our sake, please let me introduce myself. I am Solomon Hesse, and this my partner Aaron Walker.”


    “Victoria Strauss, pleased to meet you.” Whatever warmth she had for Beta disappeared when she talked to Sol; it was replaced with a wariness Beta didn’t recognize.


    “Well, my dear, I invited you here tonight because Benjamin tells me that you are a singer.”


    “An aspiring singer, I guess.”


    “Wonderful. This is, as I’m sure you noticed, a karaoke restaurant. Would you mind, perhaps later, singing a song or two for us?”


    Victoria shifted in her seat and shot Beta a look that screamed, “What did you get me into?” She looked back to Sol and Aaron, finally meeting Sol’s gaze. “Maybe.”


    “Don’t worry, my dear, we won’t make you perform first. But before we sing, can I interest you in sake?” He pointed to the pitcher.


    Victoria poured herself a thimbleful of the liquid, but didn’t actually drink it. Come to think of it, Beta couldn’t remember ever seeing her drinking when she sang. She was always so serious when it came to music. He couldn’t program worth a damn when he was drunk, so maybe it worked the same way for her voice. He helped himself to another cup of sake. He couldn’t sing worth a damn sober or drunk, so there was no point in humiliating himself without a little liquid courage.


    “Well, I reckon I can start us down the singing trail.” Aaron pointed to the words scrolling on the wall. A new song was coming up: “Before He Cheats.”


    Aaron sounded like he had twenty years of whiskey and cigarettes weighing him down, and he wasn’t exactly on key the whole time, but it sounded like a legit cowboy ballad. Except for the fact that he was singing a Kelly Clarkson song.


    When he finished, Beta wasn’t sure whether to clap or laugh or offer a toast. Sol decided for him: he gave Aaron hearty slap on the back and a sloppy kiss on the lips. “Wonderful job, dear.”


    Aaron smiled wider than a Texas sunset.


    “Alright Benjamin, you’re next.” Sol held up a keyboard. “Would you like to pick the song, or should I pick for you?”


    “Uh, I don’t really know any songs.”


    “Sure you do. Name something you sing in the shower when no one’s around. Or in your car.”


    Beta scratched his head. “I really don’t know.”


    Victoria pointed to the keyboard. “Can I see that?”


    Sol passed it over, then watched as she typed on it. A curious smile crossed his face. Victoria leaned closer and whispered something to him, and he actually laughed. Sweat beaded on Beta’s palms. Whatever they were up to, it couldn’t be good.


    When the song started to scroll, Beta flushed with shame. Christine must have told her about his secret obsession with Lana del Ray: she had picked “Cola.”


    “Beta, if you don’t sing it, I’ll mock you unmercifully for weeks.” Victoria grinned at him.


    Sol’s eyebrows danced with amusement. “Benjamin, you must sing this song.”


    He tried. He really gave it his best shot, but he fell apart on the first chorus. Sol must have had some sliver of sympathy in his heart, because he stopped the song there.


    “I would say well done, Benjamin, but that was an absolute travesty. Perhaps you were right about not singing.”


    Aaron grinned. “Oh, I don’t know. Tell me something, though, Ben. Does your pussy really taste like cherry cola?”


    Victoria started laughing and couldn’t stop. Beta flushed redder than her strawberry lips. Then he motioned for the keyboard.


    “Alright, Vicks. You laugh at me, I’m picking your song.”


    A moment later, “Rodeo” appeared on the screen.


    “Oh come, Beta. You can’t make me sing Garth Brooks. I came halfway across the country to escape country.”


    She still had tears in her eyes from laughing at him, so Beta didn’t feel the least bit of remorse.


    The first line of the song hung on the middle of the screen, waiting on her to start. Finally, she sighed and took up the mic.


    For a girl with a voice trained to do jazz, she sang like a Nashville pro, putting a little twang here, drawling a little there. Over the course of the song Sol and Aaron went from interested to stunned, and she wasn’t quite to the end when they huddled up and started whispering.


    Victoria sucked in a deep breath when she finished, then looked at Sol and Aaron. “It’s rude to interrupt, boys.”


    “We apologize,” Sol said. “You have a gorgeous voice.”


    Victoria’s express softened. “It’s too bad no one else in New York thinks so.”


    “What kind of gig are you looking for?” Aaron asked.


    “Something that pays me to sing and isn’t just kids’ birthday parties. I’ve been to every jazz club in town, auditioned for half a dozen musicals, but it’s just rejection after rejection.” She knocked back her thimbleful of sake, then went back for more.


    Beta’s heart ached for her. It was nearly as hard to see her in pain here as it had been at the hospital. In some ways it was worse. At the hospital she’d had a timeline for recovery and release. This was just an endless purgatory of rejection. He wanted to reach out, stroke her hand. Offer sympathy and a little comfort. Instead, he took a deep breath and kept his hands safely in his lap.


    “Well, you were wonderful,” Sol said. “Now where’s our waitress? I’m hungry.”


    The food turned out to be mediocre, though that was by New York standards. It would have been the best sushi place in Nebraska if it had been back home. Sol and Aaron each sang a couple more songs, and Victoria even covered an Etta James piece, but blessedly they left Beta alone. After another hour or so, Sol settled the check over Beta’s protests, and the whole group headed out to the front of the restaurant.


    “Are you kids catching the train here?” Sol asked as they emerged onto the street. A train station was just across the street from them; Beta hadn’t even noticed it when they’d walked up.


    “I’m going to walk a little first,” Victoria said. “Beta?”


    “I was just going to walk home. It’s not far.”


    Sol smiled knowingly. “Alright, you two be safe.”


    Aaron slipped his arm around Sol, laughing. “Good night, folks.” They strode across the street and disappeared down the stairs.


    “I know I said I wanted to see Chuckles later in the week, but would it be okay if I popped in tonight?” Victoria asked. “I can give you a little bit to pick up if you need.”


    “Uh...” Beta’s mind raced. The living room was clean. His bed was made. There might be a bowl and a glass in the sink, and some clothes on the bathroom floor, but that was about it. “Okay.”


    “Thank you, Beta. I’ve been missing the little furball.”

  


  Chapter 36


  Friends


  
    CHUCKLES nearly leaped into Victoria’s arms as they entered the apartment. She caught him, laughing, and turned to Beta. “Thank you so much for keeping him all this time, Beta. I thought I’d have my own place by now.”


    


    “It’s nothing.” It wasn’t. He’d actually grown attached to the little guy, and he was going to miss him when she finally got her own apartment.


    Victoria sat on the leather sofa, cradling the cat in her arms. He purred at full motorboat levels.


    “Can I get you anything to drink?” He went to the bar that separated the kitchen from the living area. The space wasn’t huge by any means, but it put Jerome’s apartment to shame. Beta still didn’t understand why the company--or Sol--kept a place so nice unrented.


    “No, thanks.” She leaned back on the sofa, resting her head on the leather and stroking her fingers along Chuckles’ belly. “I don’t think I’ve properly thanked you, Beta.”


    Part of him, the part that was still a fifteen year old boy and would never grow up, wondered what she had in mind. The part that actually was grown-up (it was only a minor shareholder, he was pretty sure) kept him from sticking his foot squarely in his mouth and saying something he’d regret. He settled on, “For what?” and sat beside her on the other end of the couch.


    “For coming to New York when I was in the hospital. For taking care of Chuckles for the last six months. It’s meant a lot to me. More than I realized.” She had a look of sadness about her, a strain that Beta understood all too well.


    Being on your own was hard. Not just the trials of being in a place by yourself, they both learned those lessons in college, but the trials of being in a new city without support. Knowing that if you caught a cold there wasn’t anyone else that could take care of you. Knowing that when you were tired and lonely and it was a Tuesday night, your friends and family back home were already in bed.


    Beta considered all those things, and tried to work out how to put them into words. Eventually he just said, “You’re welcome.”


    Victoria hummed something to herself, and they sat in a comfortable near silence broken only by the continuous hum of a happy cat.


    It was close to 1:00 when Victoria finally set Chuckles beside her on the couch. “I need to head home, Beta. Thank you again.”


    “Any time.” As much as he wanted to give her a hug, or even to just touch her shoulder, he kept himself in check. He opened the door and left it to her to make a move.


    She smiled, and if the sadness had been in her eyes before, it was manifest in the shape of her mouth and the slump of her shoulders then. “Good night.”


    Beta closed the door behind her, then collapsed directly onto the floor. Letting her leave might have been the hardest thing he’d ever done in his life, but he knew it was the right thing to do. Chuckles came over, rubbing his head on Beta’s knee.


    Beta scratched the cat behind the ears and leaned back against the door.


    ***


    Victoria was still on his mind when the phone rang the next morning. Beta was already at his desk, and the building was otherwise silent but for the Star Wars theme playing and the phone itself threatening to vibrate off the desk. He scooped it up, hoping it was her, but instead the caller ID showed his mom’s number.


    “Mom?”


    “Ben, good morning.”


    “What’s up, Mom? I’m already at work.”


    “So early, Benjamin? It’s only seven.”


    “It’s eight. What do you need?” Chatting with his mother was low enough on his list of things to do, anyway, and the fact that she was calling barely seven hours after Victoria had left had put him on edge.


    “Nothing, dear. I just haven’t heard from you in a few weeks and I was wondering if you were ever coming back home.”


    “I wasn’t planning on it, no. I’m happy here.”


    “Have you talked to your sister lately? She hasn’t been returning to my calls.”


    Beta sighed. That was just like his mother: try to turn one sibling against the other. “Christine is a grown-up. The next time she plays a show in the city, I’ll try to go watch it, but otherwise I let her live her own life.”


    “Well, there’s no need to be rude. I just thought that maybe if you’d seen that horrible Strauss girl, then you might have talked to her about Christine.”


    “Do you want me to hang up the phone, mother? Because that’s what I’m hearing right now.”


    “Now you listen to me, young man. That Strauss girl is nothing but trouble and I don’t want you seeing her, you understand me? Why, I just talked Sister Jeanie and she was telling me that Octavia Strauss was out last weekend with another man and if there’s anything I’ve learned it’s that a bad apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, so--“


    Beta turned off the phone and set it carefully on his desk. That was about enough of that. If she wanted check on him, fine. He could live with that. If she wanted to ask about Christine, so be it. He could sort of understand that. But to call and start harping on Victoria? What had she ever done to his mother to deserve that kind of tirade? And who cared if Victoria’s mom made bad decisions? It wasn’t like Victoria was following in her footsteps.


    He ground his teeth and tried to focus on the screen. He had a list of tasks as long as his arm, and they weren’t getting any shorter while he worried about pointless crap.


    The phone rang again.


    Beta snatched it up, ready to start firing full photon torpedoes, but as he hit “Answer” he realized it wasn’t his mother: it was Victoria.


    “WHAT DO YOU-- Uh, hi, Vicks.”


    “Wow, good morning to you, too. Am I interrupting something?” She sounded awful cheerful.


    “No. I just had a chat with... with someone I’d rather not have talked to. What’s up?”


    “Hey, I have the evening off and I was wondering...”


    Beta didn’t know it was possible for a human body to freeze up like a copy of Windows 98, but he found that he couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe and couldn’t think.


    “...if you had any plans tonight?”


    “No,” he squeaked.


    “Well, I’ve been in New York for nearly six months and I haven’t been to the Natural History Museum. Do you want to go?”


    His hands unclenched and flew to the keyboard. Seconds later a browser was open and he was staring at the visiting hours. “It closes at 5:30. What time did you have in mind?”


    “Oh. I hadn’t looked. But you do want to go?”


    He glanced at the task list and then at the clock. Screw it. He could take an afternoon off. Sol would understand. Probably. “Yes. Of course. Uh, I can go any time after lunch.”


    “How about 3:00 then?”


    “Okay.”


    “See you then.”


    The phone went dead. Beta very carefully set it back on his desk, then leaned back in his chair. “Well, holy shit.”


    “I had no idea you were so happy to see me.” Sol stood in the doorway, an amused smile on his face.


    “Good morning, boss.”


    “I take it you just won the lottery?” Sol asked.


    Beta shook his head.


    “NASA accepted you for astronaut training?”


    “No.”


    “Well, do tell. I don’t want to stand here and keep guessing.”


    “That was Victoria. She wants to go to the Natural History Museum.”


    Sol grinned. “Congratulations on your date, Benjamin. And you’re welcome.”


    “I’m welcome?”


    “Well, it was only after she met Aaron and me that she warmed up to you, right?”


    Beta raised an eyebrow.


    Sol rolled his eyes. “I’m jesting with you, Benjamin.” He backed out of the office.


    “Hey boss, is it okay if I take the afternoon off?”


    “Of course, Benjamin. I would never stand in the way of young love.”


    Things were turning up.

  


  Chapter 37


  Museum


  
    TEDDY Roosevelt sat astride a great green horse with a pair on Indians flanking him on either side. The lot of them were up on a pedestal, towering over the Central Park entrance to the museum. Beta waited on the steps behind Teddy, scanning the crowd for Victoria.


    


    She strolled up from the south, probably from the 72nd Street station. She wore a long cream and black pea coat cinched tight around her a waist. Brown hair flowed in waves beneath a simple red knit cap. Beta waved from the steps, trying to catch her attention.


    She saw him and waved back as she approached. “You have any trouble getting the afternoon off? I didn’t really think about you being in a nine to five job.”


    “I’m good. If you didn’t pick up on it last night, Sol’s a pretty laid back guy.”


    “I guess that’s true. You want to go inside and get out of the cold?”


    “I’d love to.” Beta left his hands out of his pockets on the off chance she wanted to stroll as a couple. Victoria jammed her hands into her pockets, oblivious.


    Beta stopped at the service desk inside the door and paid for their tickets. He still wasn’t used to being able to spend forty bucks without worrying about it. It felt good.


    “I can get mine,” Victoria offered, pulling a wallet out of her coat.


    “It’s okay.” Beta took the two dollars of change and stuffed it into his coat. “My treat.”


    “Beta, you don’t have to pay for me. It was my idea.”


    “It’s okay.” He took a map.


    Victoria made a “harrumph” sound, but didn’t argue the point. They walked toward the towering dinosaur skeleton, and Beta took in the atrium for the first time.


    Rose colored pillars towered over the periphery, and some kind of long necked dinosaur climbed toward the heavens in the middle. It was up on its hind legs, kicking out toward a second dinosaur with the front.


    “What is that thing?” Victoria asked.


    “I dunno. A brontosaurus?” They walked closer, looking for a plaque.


    “God, look at the thing’s claws.” Victoria pointed toward the smaller, attacking dinosaur. It had claws the size of carving knives, each with a wickedly curving tip.


    “Bet it would make a heck of a back scratcher,” Beta said.


    Victoria made that “harrumph” sound again. “There.” She pointed to the gold plaque on the base of the exhibit. “It’s a barosaurus.”


    Beta shook his head. “I don’t think that was in any of my kindergarten dinosaur books.”


    “See, it’s defending its baby.” Hidden in the back was a much smaller skeleton.


    “Kind of morbid, don’t you think?”


    Victoria shrugged. “That’s life.”


    Beta pointed to the hall beyond the one they were in. Displays with bears and elk were visible. “Do you want to see what’s in there?”


    “Where’s the whale?”


    Beta checked the map. “Down there on the right.”


    They walked side by side, and Beta noticed that Victoria had taken off the mittens and stuffed them into her pockets.


    Victoria gasped as they reached the entrance to the oceanic exhibits. The whale hung overhead, a massive, leaping blue creature. Even Beta paused. It was truly breathtaking the way it curved toward the ground, as if it were diving from the blue glass panes of the ceiling into the tile below.


    “I knew it was here,” Victoria said, “but the pictures don’t do it justice.” She walked forward, her neck craned up as she passed under the beast.


    Beta trailed back a step, splitting his attention between the whale, Victoria and the gaggle of elementary students that were wandering the gallery.


    Victoria stopped directly under it and turned slowly, taking in the galleries to either side. Stuffed walruses stared back, jealous witnesses to her fascination.


    Victoria grabbed his hand. “Come on, let’s go upstairs and see it from above.”


    Her hands were like ice. Ice that warmed his heart and took away his breath. Beta walked beside her, letting her admire the whale while he threaded them through the crowd. They stopped at the top of the steps and Victoria squeezed his hand. “Isn’t it wonderful.”


    He glanced at their clasped hands. “Beyond everything I ever imagined.”


    Victoria faced him and smiled, and at the same time she seemed to realize that she had hold of his hand. Doubt flashed in her eyes and her grip relaxed. Beta squeezed her hand, thinking to enjoy it for that final second, but to his surprise, she squeezed back and her smile only broadened.


    “Thank you again, Beta. Ben.” Her eyebrows furrowed. “Should I call you Beta or Ben? You’ve been Beta since we were seven.”


    “Whichever you prefer.” He didn’t care; he was just happy to have her talking to him.


    “How about Ben? We’re in a new city, in a new life. I think it’s time you should have a grown up name.”


    “Ben it is.”


    Victoria squeezed his hand again. “What else do you want to see?”


    He didn’t have the faintest idea. All he wanted was to spend his afternoon with her, and it didn’t matter where. They go could go watch paint dry for all he cared, as long as she didn’t let go of his hand.


    Brighter lights shined from an adjacent gallery. “How about the fish?”


    Victoria swung their hands as she walked, and she told him how she still hadn’t found a singing gig. She talked about work as they passed by school after school of fish, and he told her about Jerome and Sol as they walked through the meteorites.


    A line African elephants marched through the middle of another gallery. They stopped to admire them, and Beta turned to Victoria. “So what happened with you and Trent?”


    She stayed quiet for a minute, and he thought she wasn’t going to answer. Then she spoke, her voice just above a whisper, “He wasn’t who I thought he was. He was handsome and charming, but he was also an egotistical workaholic that didn’t really care about people.”


    Beta blinked. “Wow.”


    She wasn’t finished. “And I caught him cheating. It wasn’t like ‘hey, he’s fucking that girl,’ but I caught another girl at his apartment. He tried to explain it away. And then I caught him with the same girl again at a restaurant.”


    That wasn’t what Beta was expecting to hear. He wasn’t sure what he was expecting, but catching the asshole with his pants down was a shock. Guys like Trent were supposed to be smooth, careful. They were supposed to know how to keep their women apart.


    “That’s... I don’t know what that is. I’m sorry.”


    “I am, too. I should have known better.” She squeezed his hand until it throbbed. “But it’s done now. I’m moving on.”


    “Good.”


    Beta hardly noticed the museum, and when they found themselves being ushered toward the Roosevelt Hall by a security guard, he was shocked to see it that it was already after 5:30.


    They stopped on the front steps with an icy wind snaking fingers down their necks. In front of them, out past Teddy and his Indians, lines of cabs clogged the street, stretching off into a white stream of headlights on the left and a crimson stream of taillights on the right.


    “Is this where we part ways?” Beta asked.


    “Is that what you want to do?”


    “No.”


    Victoria laughed. “I had a feeling you would say that. I know a wonderful Greek place if you feel up to a trip to Queens.”


    “Absolutely.”


    They walked hand in hand toward the train station.

  


  Chapter 38


  An Offer


  
    THE museum and subsequent dinner with Ben had gone better than Victoria imagined. Had gone so well, in fact, that she found herself sitting across from him at a place in Little Brazil three nights later. Christmas was only a few days away and neither of them were planning to go back to Nebraska, but they hadn’t yet discussed plans. Victoria didn’t want to assume that Ben was planning to see Christine, but she hoped he was.


    


    The waiter dropped off their check, and Victoria reached for it. Ben reached faster. She glared at him. He had paid for her at the museum and at Kyclades, but she was not going to let him make it a habit, new job or not.


    “Beta, if you don’t let me pick up the check tonight, I’m going to be angry.”


    He smiled at her slip with his name. Old habits died hard. He didn’t let go of the check, though.


    “I can handle it.” He tried to tug it toward him.


    “I don’t think so. This is a two way street. It’s my turn.”


    “Vicks, I’ve been waiting for this for fifteen years. I’ll get the check.” He jerked it out from under her fingers. “Besides, you can get the theater tickets.”


    “Theater?”


    “Well, it’s not dinner and a movie without a movie, is it?”


    “That’s such a cliché. What’s your next idea?”


    He stopped, stumped. The gears turned in his head while he tried to come up with something else.


    Victoria took pity on him. “How about we go get a drink somewhere and think about it? I’ll pick up the tab there, okay?”


    “Alright.” He peeled a few twenties from his wallet and left them on the ticket. “Ready when you are; I don’t need change.”


    She sneaked a peek at the ticket as they put on their coats. They managed to eat in Midtown for under fifty bucks? She didn’t feel nearly so bad about leaving him with the bill.


    Beta had a long, gray coat that reminded her of something Trent would have worn. It was nothing like what he had worn back in Nebraska. It was more professional, more adult.


    “I like the coat,” she said as they hit the sidewalk.


    “Thanks. Sol helped me pick it.”


    “Your boss?”


    “Yeah. He’s decided that I need to learn some style. It’s not really working.”


    Victoria looked over his navy and crimson scarf, his leather gloves. “I think it’s working just fine.” She caught his hand in hers.


    They made it a block before his phone started ringing. She recognized the Star Wars theme. “Who’s that?”


    Beta dug his phone out of his pocket and checked the face. “Sol. You mind if I get it?”


    “By all means.”


    Beta answered it. “What’s up, boss?”


    The phone warbled, but Victoria couldn’t make out what was being said.


    “She’s with me right now actually.” He turned to Victoria. “How do you feel about meeting Sol and Aaron?”


    “Uh, that’s fine?” His boss was asking about her? “As long as it’s not karaoke.”


    He relayed the news into the phone and stuffed it back into his pocket. “That was weird. They want to talk to you. You specifically. He was actually asking for your number when I told him you were with me.”


    “That is weird.” She walked in silence for a few paces. “What do you think he wants?”


    “I have no idea. You haven’t been hiding a secret love of software development, have you?”


    She laughed. “Definitely not. I need you to look at my laptop sometime, by the way.”


    “Okay. Well, I don’t know what he wants. He’s at the Ginger Man, though.” Beta turned them right onto Park and they walked along for a few blocks, breaths forming clouds in front of them.


    “I take it you know where we’re going?” Victoria had to resist the urge to check her phone.


    “Yeah. It’s just a couple more blocks.”


    Beta’s ears and cheeks were pink from the cold when they reached the bar. He opened the door and ushered her inside.


    “There are couches in the back,” Beta said.


    They walked past a long bar with tap after tap. There had to be a hundred of them. Victoria hoped they had something besides beer, too. Her experience with these sorts of places was mixed, and beer wasn’t really her thing.


    Sol and Aaron were already there, and a third guy was with them. Aaron didn’t have his purple hat, but he did have a pair of snakeskin boots propped up on a coffee table. Sol lounged beside him, a great swath of purple silk that couldn’t quite decide whether it was a shirt or a sail stretched over his chest. The third guy sat beside Aaron, wearing jeans and a plaid shirt.


    “Victoria!” Sol stood up, holding out a hand to shake. Victoria reached for his hand, but he pulled her into a hug instead of shaking it. “I’m so happy to see you.”


    “Thanks, Sol,” she said as she extricated herself. “It’s good to see you again, too.” It was a little weird to have someone hug her the second time she met him, but he was so friendly, so honest, that she didn’t get a creepy vibe at all.


    “Benjamin.” Sol nodded at Beta and sat down, not giving him the same hug. “This is Steve, a friend.”


    Steve shook their hands. “Nice to meet you folks.” He sounded local.


    Aaron waved, but didn’t get up. “Good to see you again.”


    Victoria sat in one of the two maroon velour chairs while Beta took the other. “Ben said you wanted to chat with me?” she asked Sol.


    “I do.” Sol leaned forward, resting his hands on his knees. “I have a proposition for you.”


    Victoria cocked an eyebrow. A proposition from Beta’s gay boss? She hardly knew what to think. “Okay.”


    “Aaron, Steve and I have a little project we’ve been working on for the last couple years. We have a band, and we need a singer.”


    “You... you want me to sing for you?”


    “Yes!” Sol slapped his knee.


    “You’d be perfect,” Aaron drawled.


    “And it’s jazz?” Beta asked.


    Sol bit his cheek. “Not exactly. It’s country and western. And gay.”


    Victoria burst out laughing. “You mean to tell me that you have a gay country and western band in New York City?”


    “Well, yes. We haven’t played in the last few months, but last spring we did a show most every weekend.”


    Of all the things she had imagined, and some of them had been the sorts of things she’d only seen on Cinemax late at night, she hadn’t expected him to offer her a gig. And country?


    “I don’t know what to say. Are you just messing with me?”


    Sol looked aghast. “No! We really do have a band. I play piano, Aaron plays steel guitar and Steve plays bass.”


    “I’ve heard you playing classical in the office, but country?” Beta’s mouth was still hanging open.


    Sol chuckled like a flamboyant Santa Claus. “Yes, Benjamin, I play country, too. Beethoven and Einaudi are not the limits of my repertoire.”


    A waitress approached and started to say something, but Sol raised a hand, quieting her. “Forgive me, dear. One more point.” He turned his attention to Victoria. “You do not need to accept tonight. We have no gigs lined up currently, though we could have them with some phone calls. We’re highly regarded in The Community here.”


    He didn’t say the word “gay,” but Victoria assumed that had to be what he meant. She looked between the gentlemen across from her, glanced at Beta. “I would categorically say ‘no’ to almost anyone else, but I’m not going to do that. Yet. I’ll think about it. I came halfway across the country to escape that style of music.”


    “All I ask is that you consider the offer.” He smiled at the waitress. “My apologies. I’ll take a pint of Pliny the Elder.”


    The waitress thought about it for a second, then said, “I’m sorry, but we don’t carry that.”


    “Tell George that Sol requested one of his bottles. He’ll know who I am.”


    The waitress looked dubious, but she agreed. Everyone else ordered, and since Victoria didn’t see mixed drinks on the menu, so she settled for a glass of port.


    The drinks came and were consumed. They talked music and programming and Manhattan housing, and then all too soon Sol and Aaron were apologizing and leaving. Steve followed them out, leaving Victoria alone with Beta.


    He had two or three drinks in him, at least, but he was holding up well. “You ready to go, too?” she asked.


    “Sure.”


    He helped her up and caught her hand as they walked toward the front. Halfway to the door, she saw a familiar gray jacket near the front window. Trent and Jennifer were sitting together. Jennifer’s foot was snaked around Trent’s ankle, and they both were leaning in over the table. Beta didn’t notice them, and they didn’t notice her and Beta. Victoria followed him to the door and out of their line of sight.


    There was no sadness in her. No jealousy, no bitterness. She squeezed Beta’s hand, felt him squeeze back. He was so easygoing, so earnest. Whatever issues he had, she’d known about her entire life.


    Trent and Jennifer deserved each other. They’d never be happy. Not together, not apart. Trent couldn’t be happy. He just didn’t have it him.


    Victoria pulled Beta closer. “Aren’t you going to invite me home for a cup of coffee?”


    His eyes went wide, but his surprise quickly turned into a smile. “Say pretty lady, do you have plans tonight? Care for a nightcap?”


    “It would be my pleasure.”


    They strolled down the street, hand in hand.

  


  Chapter 39


  Nightcap


  
    BETA had barely opened the door when Chuckles attacked his ankles. The big furry bastard had his claws out and was using his teeth, tugging and scratching at Beta’s jeans.


    


    “Easy, Chuckster.” He reached down, trying to disentangle himself from the cat, but Victoria pushed past him, moving into the apartment and dragging him by the hand. He kicked the door closed, letting her pull him toward the sofa. Hope and uncertainty weighed him down in equal measure. Going back to his place for a nightcap was such a cliché, but clichés existed for a reason, right?


    “Chuckles can wait,” she said, giving him a tug and a push and sending him flopping onto Sol’s leather sofa.


    “Vicks, what--“


    She was already moving, straddling him and cutting him off with a kiss. Her lips were swollen and wet and amazing. Whatever uncertainty he felt dissolved before the onslaught of her tongue. She was a greedy kisser, plunging into his mouth, tasting him. Then, when he tried to kiss her back, she turned elusive, and he could feel her laughter.


    She pulled away, smiling. “That’s better.”


    Beta didn’t know what to say. He’d imagined kissing her like that for most of his life. One summer he’d gone to sleep every night, thinking of the different places they would kiss, and how impressed she would be with his skills. His mind was still wandering when Chuckles wound between his legs and meowed.


    Victoria looked from Beta to the cat and back to Beta. “Get up.” She rose and stood before him.


    “What?” His heart practically stopped. “What’s wrong? Are you--“


    “Shut up, Ben. Give me a reason to say ‘yes.’”


    He pushed himself up from the couch and--without really thinking about what he was doing--scooped her into his arms. She gasped, but the sultry look she gave him wasn’t one that could be interpreted as a complaint. He carried her toward the bedroom, taking care not to bang her head on the door frame as he pushed the door closed with his foot. He laid her carefully on the bed, the only light in the room a faint red glow coming from his alarm.


    “That’s more like it,” she said, grinning wickedly. She caught his hands, pulled him down onto the bed beside her. Her legs twined through his, and her hands roamed to his waist.


    Beta didn’t know what to do. He had the girl of his dreams on his bed, and he was stone-cold locked up.


    “Touch me,” Victoria whispered.


    Beta’s hands slipped over her back and moved downward until they found the twin globes of her ass. He squeezed, and it was better than he’d imagined. Firm and supple, with bounce. He was hard. So hard, and he wanted her so much it hurt.


    Her fingers worked upward, undoing the buttons on his shirt. Beta let her peel it over his head, then twisted his hand free as the cuff caught at his wrist. The shirt was no more on the floor than she was kissing him again. This time her lips found his neck and worked down his chest. His blood felt molten at her touch, as if fire flowed in his veins. A cold, shimmering, sparking flame spread outward from the hollow of his stomach as she kissed his chest. His manhood ached, straining powerfully to break free of his jeans.


    Victoria pulled away and sat up, her fingers working at her own shirt. She peeled it off, and her hands disappeared behind her back. Honey-brown hair swept over her shoulder, loose and wild. Then her bra dropped away, revealing a pair of perfect breasts, each tipped with deep rose.


    Beta circled his hands around her waist, feeling her bare flesh, and pulled her closer until her breasts touched his chest.  A shiver passed through her, and her breath caught in her threat. Their skin burned where it touched, but it was a glorious, luscious heat. Victoria snaked her hands around his neck. Her pelvis ground against his manhood, making him even harder. The ache of desire ate away at him, consuming him.


    Her fingers traced downward, over his chest, back to his belt. They worked frantically, tugging his jeans, trying to peel them away without separating their bodies. Beta rolled apart, letting her nails rake over his back.


    “Hold on.” He pulled his jeans clear, and when he looked up hers were already halfway to her knees. He wanted her so badly his whole body trembled. She kicked the jeans across the room and crawled toward him, her ass a ripe, pale peach rising and falling in the darkness. Her eyes were dark pools in the dim light. They flashed, a pair of glinting emeralds, and he could see a reflection of his own hunger in them.


    Her body slithered over his, pushing him to his side. Her hand cupped his manhood, feeling him through his boxers. She gently squeezed his sack, then gripped his shaft, her fingers squeezing into a fist. Her breath whispered in his ear, “You’re going to fuck me.”


    Damn right, he thought, but the only word that would form was a weak, “Okay.”


    Victoria wiggled out of her panties and pushed him to his back, crawling on top of him. She slipped him through the opening of his boxers and slid herself against him. She was so wet and so warm. He nearly whimpered, it felt so good. The ache was unbearable, a fire that could only be quenched by burying himself inside her like a sword in its sheath.


    Victoria edged away, settling back on her ankles, her knees pointing at him.


    “What? Why are you stopping?” Beta asked. “God, don’t stop.” He stared at the dark cleft between her legs, the cold skeletal grip of fear tightening around his heart.


    “I’m not stopping.” Victoria ran her tongue over her lips, then lowered her head. Her breath was hot on his stomach. Her tongue traced around his belly button, then dipped lower as she tugged the band of his boxers away.


    Beta shuddered.


    She took him in her mouth and it was like a bolt of lightning arced through him. Every nerve in his body opened wide, turning him into an antenna of sensation.


    Everything else in the world disappeared, leaving only Victoria’s tongue and the silky warmth of her mouth. She traced around his crown, then took him fully inside, sucking up and down the length of his shaft.


    It only took seconds for the first spasm to course through him and he knew he didn’t have long. “I’m coming,” he gasped. His back arched, driving his manhood up and into her. Victoria wrapped her hands under his ass, pulling him closer, supporting him and holding him and squeezing and sucking and then he was spent and shaking and couldn’t breathe.


    He gasped as she settled him back onto the bed and crawled up on top of him. She lay on him, her breasts poised on his chest and her channel actually touching the tip of his quivering dick.


    “Give… give me a minute,” he said.


    “I’ll give you more than a minute, if you can last that long.” She grinned as she rolled off him and moved to kiss him on the mouth. She hesitated, then kissed him on the forehead instead.


    Victoria stood in the middle of the room, looking around. “Do you have any condoms?”


    “No.” Beta twisted around, sitting up properly, his cock flopping lazily as he rearranged.


    She met him with a serious expression. “Beta, have you been doing dangerous shit?”


    His jaw worked, but nothing came out. Did he dare admit that he had not only not being doing dangerous shit, but… “I haven’t been doing any shit. At all.”


    Victoria’s mouth formed a big “O.” “Beta, are you a virgin?”


    He looked away, blushing. He nodded.


    He felt her move more than he heard her, and then she was settling her weight into his lap, straddling him again. “Do you trust me?” Her voice was low, measured.


    He met her eyes. “Yes.” God, he didn’t care. He wanted her so badly it hurt. His cock was moving again, already starting to stiffen, just from having her near.


    She reached down between their legs and felt him. He was close, but not quite ready. Two more minutes, he prayed. She looked him right in the eyes. “I’m on the pill, but I will walk to the closest store and buy a rubber if you want me to.”


    “I trust you.” And he did. More than anyone else. She owned his heart. Had owned it for a decade or more. He had just been waiting to give it to her.


    “God, I can’t believe I’m even offering.” She looked away, then back. “You know, it normally works the other way, right? It’s the guy that’s trying to get the girl to skip protection?”


    Beta shrugged. If she said so, he’d believe her.


    She wriggled her ass once, then lifted herself off him and sat beside him on the edge of the bed. “So, since I have you as a captive audience, tell me what you know about girls. Who else did you date beside me?”


    There was no hiding, not without lying, and that wasn’t something he wanted to do to Victoria. Not ever.


    “I went out with Charlotte once last summer. You know about Vidya. We went out a couple times.”


    “That's it?”


    “I didn't date much, okay? I was too busy.”


    “Playing video games?”


    “And masturbating.” It just slipped out, and he flushed as he realized what he’d said.


    Victoria just laughed.


    “But I’ve read books,” he offered.


    “Books?”


    “You know, magazines. Playboy. Maxim. And I’ve seen videos on the internet.” He sat up straighter, slipped a hand behind her shoulders. “Lean back. I’ll show you.”


    She narrowed her eyes, but she leaned back, leaving her hips still perched on the edge of the bed.


    Beta swallowed, suddenly unsure of himself. He really had read magazines. More Cosmo than Playboy, but he couldn’t exactly admit that. He slipped off the bed, feeling the rough texture of the carpet on his bare knees.


    Victoria’s legs dangled before him, so he lifted one, planted a kiss on the inside of her knee. It was rougher than he expected. A little stubbly, actually. He had expected smooth, storybook skin. A fantasy brought to life, but as he kissed her, tracing up her thigh, he realized that he wanted her in reality. Stubble and all. He’d had enough fantasizing in the last ten years.


    A shiver went through her as his lips got closer to her crease. He stopped, just at the very top of her thigh, and planted a kiss in the hollow of her leg. It was hot, open mouthed, right at the edge of her lower lips.


    Victoria gasped. Her fingers found his head, twining in his hair, applying gentle pressure, enough to guide him forward. And up.


    He touched her carefully with his tongue, savoring that first contact, that first taste. She was clean and salty and sweet. He pushed her legs wider open, let his tongue dance across her folds, flicking her nub carefully, just like the magazines said. She moaned, so he flicked harder. Her nails dug into his scalp, pushing down, zeroing him on that one spot. He traced the alphabet across her, each letter a different motion than the last. The tremors that coursed through her were all the indication he needed. He slipped a finger up, dipping it in her wetness and drawing another, louder moan.


    Then she was pulling him up, dragging him by his hair and begging him to fuck her. He entered her in one long, smooth motion, her channel slick and silky, seemingly made for him. It was his turn to gasp. He marveled at her tightness, the way she wrapped perfectly around him, squeezing thought from his mind by way of his dick.


    They fucked.


    Deep, shivering thrusts mixed with sloppy, wet kisses. If he pulled his mouth away for more than a few seconds, more than the bare minimum needed to suck in a breath, she moaned and begged for him to kiss her again.


    Victoria raised her knees, her thighs sliding up against his hips, welcoming him ever deeper. Her ankles locked behind him. Beta’s back arched and he dug his toes into the mattress. He was on the knife’s edge, trying to hold off until she came, praying he wouldn’t disappoint her, not after all this time, all these years.


    Her chest thrust up, pushing her breasts into him. He ran his tongue around one hard bud as she begged him to suck her. He sucked, desperate to please her. Her breathing turned to ragged gasps and she let a long, low wail of what could only be molten pleasure. She clenched around him, shuddering and he couldn’t hold off any longer.


    He let himself go with a long groan, feeling himself harden and flex, thrusting as he came.


    When it was over, they lay on the bed panting, still joined together. Beta cupped her face with one hand, stroked her hair from her forehead with the other. “I’m so, so sorry.”


    “Sorry?” She asked. She kissed him lightly on the lower lip. “That was wonderful.”


    “Did you--“


    "YES!"


    She smashed a kiss into his mouth, deep and long. He started to get up, but she clenched her legs around his back, holding him there. “Don’t go.”


    “I won’t.” He gazed into her eyes, wishing the moment would never end.


    Just then, the door squeaked. They both looked over, frantic. It was just Chuckles, nosing his way into the room.


    Victoria sighed. “Did the cat really just walk in on us?” Her ankles relaxed, and she gently pushed him up and away.


    “I think so.” Beta sat on the edge of the bed and watched as Victoria rolled to her feet.


    “I’ll be right back.” She slipped into the hall, then paused, one hand on the door. “You should feed him.”


    Beta watched the soft swell of her ass until it was out of sight and he heard the sound of the bathroom door snicking closed. Then he got up and set about finding clothes and finding Chuckles some dinner.

  


  Chapter 40


  Rockefeller Center


  
    VICTORIA dressed alone in Beta’s bedroom. He was in the kitchen, talking to Chuckles. Her hands shook as she buttoned her pants, and she wondered if she’d just made the biggest mistake of her life. If she’d known he was actually a virgin, she would have never been so forward with him.


    


    Or would she?


    The longer she sat, the less sure she was that she regretted anything. He was a careful, considerate lover, and if he’d come too quickly the first time, he’d more than made up for it the second time. She pushed open the door, emerging into the low light of the front room.


    Beta’s face fell as soon as he saw that she was dressed. “Are you leaving?” he asked.


    She shrugged. She had been, but now she wasn’t so sure. All she knew was that she was full of energy, and sitting still was out of the question. “I need to go for a walk.”


    He deflated like a pricked a balloon. Guilt hit her like a tidal wave. She couldn’t just walk out on him, not after that. And, she realized, she didn’t really want to.


    “Do you want to go, too?” she offered.


    “I, uh…


    There he went, tripping over himself again. “Beta, relax. It’s not the end of the world. I just need to stretch my legs, okay? You were wonderful. Really. Now get a jacket.”


    The color returned to his face. He tossed something into the trashcan, then nodded. “Okay.”


    Victoria watched Chuckles eat as Beta got warmer clothes. He had taken great care of the cat, she had to admit.


    When he came back, he took her hand, and they left the apartment together. “Where do you want to go?” he asked in the elevator.


    “I don’t know. Just around.” It didn’t matter much. Just a trip around the block, something to get the restless energy out, would be fine.


    “I know just the place.” He led her to the corner and waved down a cab.


    She couldn’t hear what he whispered to the driver, but as the cab cruised toward Midtown, she started to suspect. “Beta, are we going to Times Square?” It was such a touristy thing to do, but as long as he was with her, she didn’t really care.


    “No.” He grinned.


    They swept past 42nd Street and kept going north. The cab stopped at the corner of 49th and Beta helped her out, then paid their driver.


    “So where are we going?” Victoria asked.


    “Here.” They came around a corner, and there, before them, was Rockefeller Center, a Christmas extravaganza, all lit up with white Christmas lights.


    It was breathtaking.


    A few people were still ice skating, their figures gliding through the night. Beta led her forward toward the lights.


    “It’s beautiful, Beta. Thank you.”


    He squeezed her hand. “I don’t know what happens now. I love you. I have always loved you. You can leave now, but I won’t stop loving you.”


    He stared off into the distance, watching the skaters glide like swans.


    Victoria squeezed him back, then rested her head on his shoulder. “I love you, too Ben. I think I always have, but I didn’t realize it.”


    “I guess this means you don’t think of me like a brother anymore?”


    Victoria laughed. “Definitely not.”


    They stood there in the half-darkness, just the two of them, alone in a city of millions. And in that one crystal moment, Victoria knew she was finally home.
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