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Dedication

To Magic – Wherever we may find it!
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NO LIGHTNING BOLT STREAKED from the sky the day my life as I knew it began to end. There was no warning at all. Nothing. There I was, sitting at my desk, minding my own business, doing my job. My official job title is “legal assistant.” The more exotic sounding title is paralegal. In the old days when folks called jobs what they actually were, the title was “legal secretary.” Me? I answer to any of the above. Or just to Ariel. That’s my name. Ariel Anson. 

Now, I know the general public thinks a law office is an exciting place, full of fascinating cases and esoteric points of law highlighted with flashes of legal genius, something different every day. Not. Trust me on this. You seen one accident case, you seen ‘em all. And corporate law? Business law? Wills and estates? Oh, man, you don’t even want to go there. Domestic law? Right. The only thing worse than a divorce case is an estate fight. At least folks involved in a divorce are supposed to hate each other whereas a fight over Daddy’s will? Oh. My. God. 

Anyway, that’s what I was doing. Just minding my own business in the course of my humdrum day and doing my job at the century-old, prestigious central Georgia law firm of Baker, Lawson, Abercrombie & Hunter, where the partners walk around in blissful ignorance of the fact the firm is referred to in legal circles as BLAH. All us legal assistants think that’s a hoot.

I was the only legal gal who worked for three partners. Some of the girls had just one, most had two. Sort of gave me a certain mystique of extreme competence, you know? In all honesty, most of the time the three attorneys I had were cakewalks, though I wasn’t about to announce such to the powers-that-be lest I end up with four attorneys to babysit. It all depended on who the three partners were. And mine were hand-picked, a luxury I had because I was good, good enough after eleven years in the business to pick and choose the attorneys I worked for. Diplomatically, of course. So diplomatically that nobody knew that but me. And my little sister. 

Stacy, whose given name is Anastasia (our parents swore they hadn’t smoked a lot of pot during the early years of their marriage but given our names, we didn’t believe them), was following in her big sister’s footsteps more or less by accident. I’d gotten her the office runner job one year during her summer break and she’d gotten the legal-eagle bug. She worked down at the other end of the firm for Calhoun Spencer, one of the more senior partners who specialized in insurance defense. Believe me, nobody working for Cal could have handled anybody else. I knew. I’d done it for six years myself before impending carpal tunnel syndrome had me scrambling to move to another location within the four hallowed halls of BLAH. I still felt bad about hi-jacking Stacy into my vacated seat but she claims she’s forgiven me. I still have my doubts about that sometimes.

For the past three years, I’d been taking care of Ashton Davis, litigator ‘par excellence’ and the only attorney in the firm who liked criminal work, Mark McCray, who specialized in complex business litigation, and Anderson Halloway. Anderson was 74, the number one name on the letterhead. He did pretty much whatever the hell he wanted to.

Ash and Mark, being in their mid-thirties and thus computer literate, did a lot of their own typing because it was easier for them to think and type than to think and dictate. A generation thing. Since I didn’t have to be their typist, I was free to organize, clean-up and grind out those standard, rote legal pleadings the public thought attorneys drafted and everybody in the legal field knew damn well the secretaries did. Anderson was a different story. He could barely turn on a computer and used his to check the stock market. In his current exalted position and with his history—the man had an unbelievable trial record—he only took the cases he wanted and spent a lot of time at his mountain house in North Carolina and even more at his beach condo at Hilton Head. 

All in all, I considered my set-up ideal and considering the six years I’d spent in the halls of the firm back forty turning out hundred page pleadings for Cal Spencer, I didn’t feel guilty at all when I grabbed a spare thirty minutes or an hour to indulge in my private hobby of writing. I’m a closet writer. I write books and put ‘em in the closet. Nobody ever suspected except Stacy, of course, because nobody believed that with three attorneys I had time to breathe, let alone write a book. 

And so the earth was turning in its proper orbit and all was right with my world when I returned from lunch that fateful day after meeting my fiancé, Scott Newton, at a local sandwich shop. Okay, Scott wasn’t what you’d call glamorous or exciting, but he was steady. An upcoming CPA with a good practice that was getting better. Good husband material. Good father material. Future Little League coach. I’d had exciting and it hadn’t worked out well. Steady was fine. Steady was good. If I could just teach the man how to kiss. Well, time to work on that, I supposed. 

I stuck my head in Mark’s door to check on the progress of a new complaint arising out of a case we’d gotten from a firm in Philadelphia because three Georgia corporations were involved. Mark’s my complex commercial litigator.

“So—you ready for me to file?” I asked. Since this was a federal case, all pleadings were filed electronically. Usually that’s great, since it circumvents time deadlines of racing to the courthouse before it closes at 5:00 o’clock, not so much when you’re racing the clock at 11:45 p.m. to get something filed before the date changes at midnight. Oh, yeah, I’d been there, done that, and Ashton Davis owed me big. It’s always nice to have something to hold over your attorneys’ heads.

“Yeah.” Mark pushed his chair back and sighed. “But they want it served yesterday. Get the summons and all the other stuff ready, okay? I got the name of a good process server from one of my buddies down in South Georgia. Dude we got to serve lives in Tifton. Already called him and he says he can get it served this afternoon. Get it together for me and then shoot it to me so I can get it down to him”

“Sure,” I said, and proceeded to do so, which was accomplished in something under twenty minutes, with the majority of the time on line spent in negotiating the credit card payment for the filing fees. That part was always a bitch. Then I hit “send” and shot the whole kit-and-caboodle over to Mark. Not as efficient as just letting me sent it to directly to the process server, but whatever kept my guys happy, thereby making them keep me happy, was fine with me.

“Thanks!” floated back down the hall from two doors up. I sat in front of Anderson Holloway’s office. If Mark and/or Ash lasted till they were 74, they could fight over which one of ‘em got their secretary in front of their office. “Hey, check my voicemail if you’re away from your desk, okay, make sure that complaint’s served? I’m leaving in a minute, Jenny’s got something at school this afternoon.”

“Sure. What’s your server guy’s name?”

Mark came down and stood in front of my desk. “Name of the company’s Warnwit, Inc. I sort of assumed his, too. First name’s Chad, I think. Call me when he calls, and email—”

“Philadelphia,” I said, scribbling “Chad Warnwit” on the steno pad I kept by my phone. Nobody’d really used a steno pad in 40 years, but I did like the split lined pages and spiral flip top for keeping notes together. “Yeah, got it, run along now.”

“Thanks, Ariel!”

“No problem,” I said. With Mark gone and Anderson at Hilton Head, and Ash in the library trying to back-track the financial goings on in an ugly estate fight, my afternoon was gravy. I pulled up my latest venture into fantasy land and reminded myself not to zone out to the extent I didn’t hear the phone.

Two hours later I did hear the phone when it rang, but it was a near thing. Mark’s line. I pulled my brain back into the real world. Oh, yeah. The case from Philadelphia. Probably Mark’s South Georgia process server.

“Mark McCray’s office,” I said crisply. 

“But not Mark McCray, I’m guessing.”

“No, sorry. Just his secretary.”

“Well, I’m not.”

“Excuse me?”

“Sorry. I’m not sorry you’re not Mark McCray. Though I do need to let him know his guy’s served.”

His voice surprised me. It wasn’t what I’d expected from a South Georgia process server, there was no real southern accent, Georgian, South Georgian or otherwise. Rather, it was accent-less, the accent of Florida.

“Mr. Warnwit?”

“That’s the name of the company. Mine’s Garrett.”

“As in Pat?” I asked before I could stop myself. My brain was a hodgepodge of collected bits of totally useless information, including the name of the lawman who’d brought down Billy the Kid by allegedly shooting him in the back. I grimaced to myself. He’d think I was crazy. Nobody but Stacy ever got my private wise-cracks.

“As in Chad. Can’t say as I’ve brought in anybody comparable to Billy the Kid lately. Haven’t shot anybody in quite a while, either, and never in the back that I recall. That’d cause too many legal problems.”

Some damn. He got it! 

“How reassuring. So, you got our boy for us, did you?”

“At 16:12 hours. Sorry, that’s –”

“Four twelve. Got it.”

“By service on the wife as she was pulling out of the driveway to soccer practice with the two girls. Casey Douglas, 5-7, 145 pounds, blonde, glasses, not contacts, social security—”

I laughed in delight. “Did you copy her driver’s license, too?”

“I always write down a description so there’s no question of who got served. And I always have them sign the Return of Service, too, so they can’t claim they weren’t really served. Got some pictures of the house. If you’re going after a judgment, there’s money there, very up-scale neighborhood. Pulled the property assessment from the Tax Commissioner’s Office, I’ll send it back with the return of service when I get back to the office. To you or Mark McCray?”

“Either,” I said. “You already have Mark’s, though.”

“Yeah, but I like you better.”

I laughed again and gave it to him. And then, because I couldn’t stop myself, I asked, “If your name’s Garrett, who’s Warnwit?”

“Not Warnwit, like a name or one word. It’s W-a-r Capital N W-i-t,” he spelled out. “War-N-Wit. Inc., to be official.”

“That’s unusual. Who’s War?”

“Oh, that’s me.”

“Who’s Wit?”

“Silent partner. But I’m expecting an appearance real soon now. Much sooner than I’d figured, I think.”

“Oh, I see,” I said, not seeing at all. “Well, that was great service. Well above and beyond the call of duty.”

“Just earning my lunch with you at Carrabba’s,” he said cheerfully. “Keep me in mind if anybody needs to find somebody. Or any other type of PI service. I’m based in Quitman, right above the Florida line, center of the state, real near I-75. I do Alabama, Florida and Georgia. You’ll get your money’s worth. I don’t deliver, I don’t charge.”

“For real? How do you stay in business?”

“I’m good. I’ll send you some cards and fliers with the bill.”

“For sure. I’ll spread the word. Thanks for your help.”

“Anytime,” he affirmed, and hung up.

I stared thoughtfully at the phone. Damn. Intelligence. Humor. Just earning my lunch with you at Carrabba’s. Nothing like a charming flirt who knew how to do it perfectly to make a girl’s day. I had no idea in hell that my life as I knew it had just begun to end. 
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OCTOBER MOVED TO NOVEMBER and the beginning of what was usually a busy time in a law office. I’d never understood it, never will, but let Thanksgiving and Christmas and year-end loom on the calendar, and damn near every attorney I’ve ever known decides to start working cases they haven’t touched in six months. My current three weren’t so bad about that, especially Anderson, who certainly didn’t plan to be in the office much at all during either Thanksgiving or Christmas, but there’re always attorneys on the other side of the case. 

True to form, one of Anderson’s car accident insurance defense cases reared its head—or rather, the plaintiffs’ attorneys did—and started yelling for the deposition of the driver’s passenger. A deposition is where the attorneys for both sides get in the same room with whichever witness whose story they want to hear in front of a court reporter and swear to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth, just like in court, except there’s not a judge.

Sounds easy, I know. Not. Depositions are a pain in the ass to schedule under the best of circumstances since nobody’s ever available at the same time. Every deposition has to be scheduled at least five times. It’s a law. This one was worse. We didn’t know where the hell our insured driver’s passenger was. We did know if we found said insured driver’s passenger, she probably wasn’t going to talk to us since ex-boyfriends and ex-girlfriends tended to be pissy. Which meant she’d talk plenty if the plaintiffs’ attorney found her first.

Plaintiffs and their attorneys had one thing in common. They really liked to settle their cases near Christmas. It’s like extra money from Santa Claus. And this particular plaintiffs’ attorney was a bitch to deal with, both in gender and personality. Had a good case, though, and she knew it.

“Well, we just have to find that passenger,” Anderson pronounced in typical Anderson fashion, leaning back in his chair and gesturing grandly. “Get some of the young boys on the internet looking.” 

“We’ve already done that, Anderson, they can’t find her.”

“Sure they can. Anybody can be found in this day and age—” 

I put my brain in neutral and let it cruise and hit on the solution to the problem at the exact time he finished up with his standard, “—and all we can do is all we can do. And if we can’t find her, then we might just have to hire a private detective. ‘Cause I can’t let Sandy Rozier find her before I do and talk to her without me, our insured says she hates his guts. She’ll crucify us, policy limits here we come, get out the checkbook.” 

I chewed my lip a bit. “Actually,” I said “I’ve got just the man for the job. But I’m not sure how much it’ll cost.” 

“Well, let’s see. Insured in this case is a doctor. With an umbrella policy. Sandy Rozier’s got three clients in that car, one of ‘em’s an eggshell plaintiff. We got well over a million dollars sitting on the table. I don’t think a PI’ll cost us nearly that much. Whoever it is, get me the number. And any last known addresses we have. Handle it!”

“I’m on it!” I exclaimed, fleeing his office and running for the file. And one of Chad Garrett’s cards, patiently waiting in my desk drawer.

I flew back in and deposited all on Anderson’s desk. Ash’s line started ringing so I missed Anderson’s conversation with can’t beat the price Chad Garrett. I hung up just as Anderson called through the door.

“Hey! Here’s the email address. Send him the addresses we have, he’s waiting on it!”

I went in to collect the material, sat back down, proceeded to forward it to war@war-n-wit.com and was rewarded with an almost immediate reply: “Got it. When I find her, do I use kid gloves or brute force?”

Cocky much? “If you find her,” I sent back, resisting the urge to italicize or underline the ‘if’, “kid gloves please. You did a job for us, well, me and another attorney, a few weeks back. I told Anderson how you went above and beyond, don’t know if you remember it or us. Did Anderson explain she’s probably going to be a fairly hostile witness and won’t be very cooperative?”

The response came within seconds. “I remember you. When I find her,” it read, and he hadn’t resisted the urge to italicize, “I’ll have on my best pair of kid gloves and charm her right into cooperation. Report later.”

Well, alllllriiighty, then! I smiled and turned to the massive pleadings indexes waiting to be updated in one of Anderson’s medical malpractice defense cases. I wouldn’t hear from him for a few days. I gave it a fifty-fifty shot either way. And wondered how his voice would sound if he had to call in and concede defeat. I didn’t think that happened often.

The email came in something slightly under an hour. “Got her. Back at the Shellman's Bluff address you had for her before she flipped up to Ohio for a while, but she’s pretending real hard not to be. Headed there now. I’m about two hours away and then I’ll have to work the charm. Please make sure I have a phone number that’ll get Mr. Halloway. I’ll put her on the phone with him.”

Holy. Hell.

“Anderson!” I called through the door, while hitting the reply button to supply Anderson’s cell number. “He’s got her! Be sure you keep your cell phone with you! And on!” 

Anderson came and went with impunity. And he used his cell phone like he used his computer. Only when he wanted to. He was forever leaving it in a coat pocket or turning it off. His voice mail wasn’t even set up. It was already four o’clock. By the time Chad of War-N-Wit had her on the phone, he’d be long gone. It was unusual for him to be here this late. “Says he’ll have her on the phone with you in probably three hours.”

“Well, if he’s got her, why doesn’t he just give me the number and let me call her?”

“Had a lot of luck with that so far, have you?” I asked. “You wanta’ spook her so he’ll never convince her to talk to you?”

“Hell, no!”

“Then let the man do the job we hired him for, why don’t you?”

Anderson came out of his office with his coat, grumbling mildly as he passed my desk.

“Gets real annoying, you being right all the time, you know,” he said, adjusting his hat. 

“Dirty job but somebody’s got to do it,” I responded. All my guys were special, but Anderson Halloway was a legend, the last of his breed of gentlemen attorneys. The legal world would be the poorer when he departed the practice of law, which I was sure wouldn’t be until he departed this world. “Now, do you have your cell phone and is it—”

“Yes, I’ve got it, and yes, it’s on, and yes, I’ll keep it with me.”

“Good man. Can’t wait to hear how it goes.”
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I DIDN’T EVEN HAVE to ask. Anderson was gushing when I came in the next morning. 

“I don’t know where you got that guy’s name, Ariel, but he’s a miracle worker. Had a real long talk with the girl, she’s cooperating about the deposition, won’t hurt us too bad. Sure as hell not as bad as she’da hurt us if Sandy Rozier’d gotten to her first.”

“Good to know,” I replied, stashing my purse under my desk. “What time did he call you?”

“‘Bout 9:00 last night, I think. Get this—major problem we had with getting her to talk to us is she’s gotten married. So with an ex-boyfriend in the mix and all, she didn’t want her husband upset and the new husband doesn’t want her upset. So our guy sat with the new husband for an hour and a half while the dude grilled hamburgers before he’d let him talk to her!”

“Well, I did tell him to use kid gloves,” I said. “Must have a really soft pair.” The mail hadn’t been distributed yet, so I pulled up Outlook and started through the emails. War@war-n-wit wasn’t too far down in the mix:

Our Ms Tiffany Leigh Andrews Hartwell, date of birth 8/12/78, social security no. xxx-xx-8723, 5-3, 120, blonde with help as evidenced by the dark roots, no glasses, don’t know about contacts, is back at the 1380 River Cliff address in Shellman's Bluff, Georgia. She works at one of the local restaurants and I would imagine with the tourist trade coming, does pretty good on tips. Home phone 555-8742, cell phone 555-3815. She has a new husband of a little under a year and believe me when I tell you he is very protective of her and very resentful of the way the insured driver in this case treated her and I will leave to your imagination the descriptive phrases utilized in expressing that resentment. I sat on their patio handling with kid gloves while he grilled hamburgers and hotdogs for an hour before he would consent to permit her to come out of their bedroom where she was watching television. I then called Mr. Halloway on his cell and handed it over to her. Consequently, this assignment is complete with this report to Anderson Halloway and his secretary Ms Ariel Anson. Invoice to follow by mail for one skip trace in the amount of $200.00 and one service for $175.00, for a total of $375.00. Please note that War-N-Wit, Inc. stands ready for the next assignment. Have a good day.

Was this man real? Obviously. But maybe I could fictionalize him, and my fertile brain which had not so sub-consciously stored him away as the base for a future character back during Mark’s case went into overdrive. I hit the reply button.

Did they at least offer you a hamburger or a hotdog? You are awesome, and they should do a reality show on you! Anybody in the firm needs anything doing in South Georgia, believe me, you da man! (And we’re a big firm, look us up. I’ll see what I can do about getting business your way for sure.)

I went through two more emails before his response popped up. And this time, it wasn’t from War@wit-n-war.com. It was from chad7777@hotmail.com. He’d switched me to his personal Email?

Yes, actually, they did offer me a hamburger, but I declined as I felt it breached the level of professionalism I was trying to maintain. Besides, I didn’t want the kid gloves to get dirty. Please note that War-N-Wit, Inc. services all of Georgia, Alabama and Florida, not just South Georgia. You can run but you can’t hide. Thanks for the kind words, but I was just beefing up my chances of lunch with you at Carrabba’s.

I’m a closet writer, remember ? I’m going to pass up the chance to chat with a guy with a sense of humor, an obviously high IQ, a made-for-television career, and enough charm to blow the top off a charm-o-meter? Give me a break. I don’t think so.

Of course they offered you a hamburger! Southern hospitality dictates that you offer a burglar a glass of ice tea. I stand corrected, your area of service is noted, and if anybody needs anything doing in the firm, I’ll certainly steer ‘em your way. You can run but you can’t hide is what I tell my guys when I track ‘em down in the men’s room, by the way. (Not really, but they’re not too sure I wouldn’t if I really needed ‘em.)

Well, that was fun, I thought. That was the last one, of course, he’ll get on to work and so will I. Brightened the day though, sure enough. It took about five minutes for the next one to come in.

If you’re going to track a man down in the men’s room, we definitely need to form a partnership. So, what about the chances for lunch at Carrabba’s the next time I swing up I-75?

Yet again I asked myself if this guy was real. But I sure as hell intended to enjoy the exchanges for as long as they lasted. I hit the reply button. 

Be warned. And be careful what you wish for, you might get it. You’re a character just waiting to be put in a novel, and I’m a closet writer. I write books and put ‘em in the closet. My sister gave me a T-shirt for Christmas that says “Watch out or I’ll put you in my novel.”

I hit the send button before I realized what I’d said. I did not just tell a perfect stranger that I wrote novels. I didn’t tell close friends that I wrote novels. What the hell was the man doing to me?

If you’re serious about writing, we definitely need to corroborate. Everybody tells me I should fictionalize my cases and write a book. I would love to see your closet. And send me something, I’d love to read some of your work.

I chewed my lip before replying. Well, in for a penny, in for a pound. And anyway, this was just an email flirtation. I’d never meet the man anyway.

I’m serious as a heart-attack about writing. I have seven novels in my closet, though actually, I had to move them to a file cabinet. But you don’t need any help writing. You’re a great writer yourself. And I don’t believe I’m telling you this, I know you don’t believe this the way I’m gushing, but I don’t tell anybody I write. Only my sister knows.

It didn’t take but a minute this time for the response to arrive.

So where’s my sample? Do you really write that much and just put it aside? Surely you’ve given publishing a shot?

He must be having a slow day. My morning wasn’t all that heavy either. I could take the time to play for a minute or two or ten. I pulled up the excerpt from my last completed novel that I’d culled and prepped for submission to a couple of agents and looked at it thoughtfully. Stacy thought I didn’t try to submit much, which drove her crazy, but in actual fact, I tried rather frequently. I just didn’t tell her about it because the one or two times she had known about it, the rejections upset her a hell of a lot more than they did me. Well, hell. Why not? I repeated to myself I was never going to actually meet the man anyway.

Well, I told you to be careful what you wished for. Pulled this out of my last one as the requested first pages and sent it to a few possibilities. But writing and publishing’s not what people think. In actual fact, you can’t get published if you don’t have an agent and you can’t get an agent unless you’re published. I think it was Stephen King who said that by the time you could get an agent, you didn’t need one. And you can use brute honesty, I don’t need kid gloves. Wouldn’t have survived in a law office for eleven years if I did. You’re under no obligation to ask for any more of it.

And with that, I hit send and turned sideways from the screen to get back to the massive pleadings waiting to be indexed in Anderson’s med mal defense case. Certainly he wasn’t going to read that sample, certainly if he read it, he’d think it was juvenile beyond belief, and almost certainly he wasn’t going to hurt my feelings by telling me so, both because he was a natural charmer who liked the ladies and because the firm was a new and potentially quite lucrative client for him and I was its contact. No joke, we were big, at one time the biggest in the state outside of Atlanta and if we were no longer the biggest, which I wasn’t sure about, we were pretty damn close. 

Then I sat bolt upright. Shit! That particular novel had an undercover agent, drug-running, dirty rural county plotline. The man was a private detective, and most private detectives had a law enforcement background. Oh, my Lord, he’d think it was worse than juvenile, he’d think I was a complete and total dumbass! Maybe his law enforcement background wasn’t that extensive though. I flew into Anderson’s office. The secretaries had email access but not internet access for fear we’d play on Facebook or shop on line all day, and in all fairness, insofar as some of the girls, they were probably right. No problem for me in any event. I just used Anderson’s. I Bing’d War-N-Wit, Inc. to see if it had a web site.

Oh, yeah. Sure as hell did. And Chad Garret was ex-Fort Lauderdale PD and ex-Florida Bureau of Investigation. Well, that explained the accent or lack thereof. And I’d just sent an undercover, drug-running plot to an ex-Florida drug-capital-of-the-world Bureau of Investigation agent. Way to go, Ariel! I hated feeling like a fool.

I didn’t want to even glance at the computer screen as I sat back down, but of course, I couldn’t stop myself. Why do all humans just have to stop and look at car wrecks? And there was another, and this time I was sure it would tell me he had to go to work on something right now.

Okay, so you mean to tell me the love of Billy’s life thought he was dead for 25 years? Billy is probably helping out his own son he never knew he had which made Mom marry Joe asshole in the first place. OMG maybe it will turn out better if I get the rest of the story. It’s great thus far, but please don’t leave me hanging like this!

He was just being charming, of course, and wasn’t he just about the best at being charming I’d ever run across? I certainly wasn’t going to send him anymore of that one, thank heavens what I’d sent him was set up so that it didn’t get into the inner plot. Maybe I could end this little email flirtation without him knowing what a complete idiot I was.

Since Billy’s been gone 25 years and the kid’s 17 that’d be a little difficult. And besides, I’m not that obvious, the son he never knew he had’s been done to death...

And for the moment, I surrendered completely to the pull of that powerful personality sitting at a computer screen down in South Georgia near the Florida line. Responsible, conscientious, what are the day’s deadline’s Ariel Anson disappeared. I didn’t care what needed to be done today (unless it was a deadline that was going to get us sued for malpractice, of course, and I never let anything like that get remotely close). I didn’t care which attorney needed how many copies; I didn’t care if Scott needed me to pick up his dry-cleaning on my lunch hour or what he wanted me to fix for supper that night. I’d care if Stacy needed me, of course, but for the first time in I didn’t remember when, that was about the only thing I cared about other than the computer screen in front of me and the emails that never seemed to stop.
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BY MID-AFTERNOON, I’D received his picture. I looked at the strong lines of his face, the dark hair already heavily threaded with pure silver, the eyes emphasized by laugh lines and the Florida sun. “Reciprocation requested,” read the subject line. Like most women, I didn’t like too many pictures of me and went out of my way not to collect them. I didn’t even have—oh, wait a minute! Yes, I did. I had a picture of me and Stacy from last Easter that wasn’t too bad. I attached it to the email and advised that at least that would have the effect of putting a stop to the increasingly not-so-subtle requests for a definite lunch date.

I didn’t realize until after I’d sent it that I hadn’t specified which figure in the picture I was. I shrugged. Just as well. He’d write back gushing about the glorious hair and the sparkling eyes and of course he’d be referring to Stacy. Little sister was a fox, her hair an unusual blend, not a red-head, not a blonde, not a brunette. Just a cloud of shimmering brightness. And she’d modeled for GAP at some local modeling shows at the mall when she was a teenager, too. Well, all good things came to an end, and then I could reassure myself that he was, after all, just a man, and men went straight for looks.

If you want me to stop pushing for lunch, you shouldn’t have sent that picture. Why on earth would you think that would send any man running anywhere except towards you? My God, that dark hair and those slanting, mysterious eyes, that long jaw line...how ‘bout yesterday? No? Tomorrow? Tonight?

What? I clicked the picture back up. There was no way he’d mistakenly referred to Stacy’s hair as dark, nor anyway he’d refer to her eyes as slanting and mysterious.

Say what? I’m the bright-haired gal with the bright blue eyes, there’s nothing dark and mysterious about me.

The response was instaneous, blunt and to the point.

Bullshit.

I might be in serious trouble here. I was beginning to believe that if I told him to meet me in two hours at the Perry Motel, he’d be there. No, I wasn’t beginning to believe that. I believed that. And all good things come to an end.

Okay, I’m the dark and mysterious girl, though I don’t recall anybody ever actually referring to me that way. The usual description boils down to, “she’s okay.” So what is it about a few emails that’s got you in such hot pursuit? And actually, it seemed a little irrelevant under the circumstances of me being here and you being down next to the Florida line, but I’m engaged. I’m getting married in six months. And I’ve enjoyed today tremendously but I’m not exactly in a position to meet you anywhere tonight. Or any night. I didn’t mean to come on like a tease, I really didn’t think you were serious and actually you probably aren’t, which means you really think I’m stupid, it’s just—you’re so easy to talk to. Really, it was a great day.

Pleasant interlude over. Back to reality. And boy, did I screw that one up, way to seem like an insecure teenager.

If you’re willing to wait six months to get married, it means you’re definitely not so overwhelmed with your significant other that you can’t live without him which tells me something’s missing on your end, something our on-line flirt session today makes me bet you’re missing badly. Think about that before you completely dismiss the possibility of an actual meeting. And much as I hate it, the day’s drawing to a close and I have a dude about to get off work that I’ve got to go corral. But I’ll be around. Remember, you can run but you can’t hide. And you are well beyond being “okay”. You’re more special than you know.

That was a perfect sign-off. And that was that. I was engaged. I was going to marry a good steady man who’d be a good husband and whose passwords on all his bank accounts would be some combination of sensible numbers. I wondered what Chad Garrett used as a password with such an unusual business name as War-N-Wit. I wondered again what War-N-Wit stood for. And if and when he’d be “around” again and if it would be as soon as Monday.

Then I remembered I wouldn’t be here Monday. I was going out of town this weekend with Scott to visit his parents. I almost send a final email to let him know should he drop in for a flirtation and then I stopped myself. He wasn’t going to be back Monday. He’d had a slow office day and I’d provided entertainment. End of story. But maybe I’d come in Monday at least around lunchtime, just to take care of the email. Emails got backed up on the weekends, always took a while Monday morning to clean them out and it’d take a lot longer if I let them go till Tuesday. And then, just in case he’d dropped back in, he wouldn’t think I was ignoring him. I shook my head firmly, called myself a total idiot, and started clearing my desk for day’s end and weekend’s start.
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I DIDN’T GO IN MONDAY, though I won’t lie and say I didn’t want to. By Monday night I was in a foul mood, slamming around my kitchen and throwing together the meat loaf recipe Scott insisted I get from his mother. I’d promised to fix it tonight. We didn’t live together, although we swung back and forth frequently overnight. I suppose the living arrangement was telling, at least on my part. For Scott it was just a comment on his personality and frugal nature. We’d both just signed year-long leases on our respective apartments when we got engaged and he didn’t want to risk one of us sub-letting to a tenant who might trash the place and thus circumvent refund of the deposit. Since the leases were for a year, we set the wedding date for a year. Romantic, huh? 

I was in a foul mood for more reasons than one. In one of those serendipitous things that sometimes happen, I was a good cook though I really didn’t like to cook. Most folks who don’t like cooking don’t do it and aren’t good at it, but somehow I seemed to know instinctively what went with what, how to modify a recipe to make it better, adjust cooking times up or down. Stacy could do it, too, but she actually did like to cook. Scott was the only person on earth who always tried to improve on my cooking skills, probably because his mother sucked as a cook and he had no idea how things were actually supposed to taste. 

In any event, he didn’t like my meatloaf. This recipe, however—oh, my God. This was going to taste like crap, way too much sour in the mix, meatloaf needed brown sugar mixed with tomato sauce, sweet and tangy, not this—nauseating blend of mustard and garlic. And then there was that little niggle in the back of my mind, the urge to run to the office right now and see if Chad Garrett had made an appearance. 

Needless to say, the evening was not a spectacular success. Scott’s frequent exclamations confirming that this was how meatloaf was supposed to taste didn’t help things a damn bit. 

“What’s the matter?” he asked, rinsing the plates and loading the dishwasher. He was good about that, I had to give it to him. 

“Got a headache,” I said.

He gave his imitation of what he thought was a sexy sneer. “No room for headaches tonight, I’ve got plans for you.”

“Change ‘em,” I said quickly.

He looked startled. “You mean you really have a headache? Sorry, hon, I thought you were just playing around. Here, go sit down and I’ll give you a neck rub.”

“Hell, no!” I exclaimed, before I could stop myself. “You hurt when you rub my neck or my back, you do it way too hard.”

“Just trying to get the kinks out of the muscles,” he defended himself. “Men want the best for the women they love.”

Where it came from, I don’t know. But I couldn’t have stopped myself if my life depended on it. “Yeah, well, I don’t even like you.”

I had such a reputation for straight-faced kidding that it didn’t even phase him. I could and actually did say some absolutely outrageous things at times, at home and in the office and everybody was sure I was kidding, because nobody ever said exactly what they were actually thinking, now did they? I found it a very handy skill.

“I know, honey, I know. I don’t like you either, you know.” He glanced at me appraisingly. “Hey, you want me to go home and let you take some Tylenol and go to bed?”

“Yes, actually, that would be lovely,” I said, plastering on a pitiful expression and rubbing the back of my own neck.

“Well, okay. If you’re sure. Call you in the morning, honey.”

“Fine,” I said, locking the deadbolt behind him. I stared thoughtfully at the door. You know what? Maybe I really didn’t like him. And maybe he didn’t really like me either. 
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I HAD A BAD HAIR DAY the next morning, and then I changed clothes three times because I had a bad outfit day too. So I was a little bit later than usual when I blew into the office. The mail was already there, so I made myself go get my coffee and open the mail before checking the emails, and yes, between the Saturday and Sunday spam and junk mail and Monday’s real emails, there was a long list waiting. And I purposely made myself not look down the list first to see if there was one from war@war-n-wit or chad7777@hotmail. This served the purpose of keeping me in a very heightened state of anticipation. Nothing. 

Of course there wasn’t. What had I expected? See, it was a very good thing I hadn’t ruined my day off by running into the office to check, now wasn’t it? I put thoughts of Chad Garrett out of my mind and turned back to business.

When there was still nothing by Friday, I clicked for a new email and sat looking at the blank screen for a while before typing.

Oh, I see. You’ve found another email flirt to catch your fancy. Well, come back and visit if you get bored, it breaks up the day.

Then I hit the send button before I could change my mind. The next week passed. Nothing. What a very good thing I was such a sensible girl because of course he just been flirting on a slow day. What a very good thing I was engaged to such a steady, reliable man. 

It was the next Wednesday when I found a chad7777 in my inbox. Heart racing, I clicked. An internet link? Two and a half weeks and he sends me a freakin’ internet link? I forwarded it to my phone, it was probably just spam and no way could I risk exposing the office. I pulled up my gmail and debated. What if it was a virus and I blew my phone. I pulled it up anyway and was rewarded with an advertisement for Viagra. Whoopee. Shit. 

I went back to my desk. He’d gotten a bug in his computer and it was spamming. And yeah, I was disappointed he hadn’t returned to flirt, but he was a PI and one thing he didn’t need was a bug in his system that he didn’t know about. I clicked the reply button. 

Darlin’, you got a bug in your system or you tryin’ to tell me you need Viagra? 

I went back to work. After lunch, chad7777 made an appearance.

I’m really sorry about that, I’ve been on a couple of very tough, very long skip traces and I seem to catch all sorts of crap when I have to flip around so much on the internet. Nothing on this one, is there? No, there’s no flirt can touch you, girl, just had a mass of work out of the office I had to take care of. I’m about done and then I’ll be back for some serious flirting. P.S. Do I need Viagra?

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. Even though my first thought was to wonder if he thought I was so stupid I hadn’t caught the “Sent from my iPhone” on the bottom of some of the emails from that marathon email day.

You’d know about that better than me. Certainly you don’t need it on my account. But I know in your business you don’t need a bug you don’t know about and I didn’t know how long it’d take you to trip on it if somebody didn’t tell you.

There was nothing for the rest of the week. And then, on Monday morning, as though he’d never been gone, he was back. In full pursuit. I could always tell when he was actually in the office because those emails were long and conversational, and when he was in a tearing hurry he let me know he was around with the funny little emails that proliferate along the internet, including one or two that were more than a little off-color and had me hitting the permanent delete code in a red-hot hurry. All office email’s subject to being monitored, you know. Though all the emails had a remarkably similar and repetitive theme, they also ran the gamut of ordinary conversation, current events, the state of the world. However, that remarkably similar and repetitive theme was enough to make me hit the permanent delete code on anything he or I sent. After I’d printed them for re-reading, of course. 

And they began merging to reveal the inner soul of a unique individual; kind, intelligent, charming, funny, discerning. And after saying that, this sounds as though I’m blowing my own horn and I’m really not—but he reminded me a lot of me. In male form, of course. Any thoughts of writing fiction flew out of my head; I sent him an email of my day during pretty much every lunch hour, along with thumbnail sketches of my sister, my friends, the folks in the office I didn’t consider my friends, the attorneys—whatever happened to be going on that day. 

What I didn’t do was admit why I was doing it. Not to him, of course, though it’s kind of hard to lie to yourself about a fascination rapidly becoming an obsession. And I wasn’t about to admit I had an obsession. Been there, done that, not going back. I’d had obsessive exciting and it hadn’t worked out well. And that, friends and neighbors, is the understatement of the century. It damn near killed me and left me virtually numb for at least five years, which is why it was so important that—go ahead, speak the truth and it will set you free—why it was so important that I marry a good, steady, boring, man like Scott who would never make the top of my head explode when he kissed me, but wouldn’t tear my heart out while it was still beating and throw it away, either. He was safe. I cared about Scott. Well, I thought I did though now sometimes I wondered. I appreciated his many virtues. But he’d never hurt me because I didn’t care enough. And that was exactly what I wanted. I wasn’t going through exciting again.

And so, in my emails, I was happily engaged, I had no intention of changing that status, I was very happy with my life. And I was sure he wouldn’t like me in person anyway, because I was very stand-offish and actually not sexy in the slightest, which I euphemistically phrased as not being very touchy, certainly did not possess the beauty he proclaimed absolutely screamed from the picture I’d sent him, and really didn’t take to people very well or very often.

He responded in kind, alternating teasing with sarcasm, never backing down an inch from his contentions that I was sexy as hell, that with the right man (implication himself) I’d be touchy as hell, that for somebody who didn’t take to people very well or very often, I certainly seemed to have a large circle from which to draw descriptive entertainment. However, when broken down and analyzed, he didn’t really tell me anything about himself. Well, he did, but he didn’t, though I don’t know if that makes any sense. I resolved to rectify that situation.

You know so much about me because I talk a lot, but that’s what you get when you start corresponding with a writer. You get some long-ass emails, and talking to you in my little missives has become the high spot of my day. But I know so little about you. Let’s start telling each other some little known fact or tidbit about ourselves that not many, if any, people know. As in, don’t tell me you’re a crack shot, I can figure that out by myself. Tell me you tear up over Disney movies or you’re a great cook. I’ll go first. I’m a classical pianist, formal lessons third through twelfth grade and some in college, though I don’t play much anymore and would have to practice for several hours in private before I’d ever consider playing in front of anybody now. Which makes me sad at Christmas, like now, when I hear the Hallelujah Chorus because I used to be able to play that and I know I’ll never be able to again. And while you’re at it, I have three questions that you don’t have to answer but I’d really like to know. (1) Did you remember me from that complaint you served for Mark, really? (2) You pursued relentlessly through the course of one whole day and then you completely disappeared for two and a half weeks. Why’d you go away? And why’d you come back? And would you have come back if I hadn’t emailed you about that bug your system had caught? (3) And have you ever done this with anybody else? You’re a natural flirt, you know you are.

I hit the send and wondered what the response was going to reveal. 
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I DIDN’T EXPECT AN answer that day and I didn’t get one. I knew he was out in the field. He’d told me that via an earlier email and besides, it was a bad weather day which translated into good hunting weather for any process server/bounty hunter as outdoor workers such as construction and roofing men stayed home, another secret of the trade he’d shared. The problem was I had an unsettling feeling that I’d have known where he was even if he hadn’t told me and that was just crazy. 

I like long-ass emails. AND receiving yours has become the high spot of my day. We’ve both wondered what this connection is that you like to deny, and music could be a major part of it. I’m was actually a brass player in grammar and high school, actually played in the brass section for a couple of local symphonies when I was a teenager. And no, I haven’t played in years. I’m a sucker for the chick-flicks on Oxygen and Lifetime and I’ll tear up in a heartbeat. Tears don’t make weakness. Yes, I’m a crack shot, with several trophies for first place in some competitions back in the days on the force when we drank till twelve and pissed till dawn. But they never knew about my musical past. And now it’s time and probably past time to tell you something I hope doesn’t sound pure stalker. I think about you far more than you can guess, so much so that I’m throwing caution to the wind and telling you that my Christmas wish is to meet at a restaurant of your choosing so we can actually see each other while we talk. And by the way, that was five questions, not two, and I’m a little hurt that you don’t know how special this is and could even think I’ve done this before. No, never.

I closed my eyes. I was in so much trouble. And I needed to talk about it with the only person on God’s green earth that would even halfway understand. I hit Stacy’s intercom button. “Break,” I said, when she answered. “Now.”

“Cal’s on a roll, trying to get him out the door. I need to get him out of here first.”

“How long?”

“Ten minutes?”

“Hurry. Please.”

There must have been something in my voice bordering on desperation. She appeared at my desk in seven minutes flat. I knew the effort it took to get Cal Spencer out the door with the minimum of seven or eight boxes of notebooks and files that accompanied him to any deposition or hearing.

“Damn, you’re better than I am, little sister, fast work!”

“Yeah, whatever! Let’s go!”

The parking garage on the floor below the offices was the staff go-to for times when we had to get away from attorneys and computers for ten minutes to maintain sanity. A few laps around the perimeters usually kept us going. It was a bit cold today though, so we settled into the front seat of my car.

“Well?!?” Stacy turned to face me. “So—give!!”

“Oh, Antsypants,” I said, reverting to my big sister’s pet name for baby sister. “I am in so much freakin’ trouble!”

I pulled out the last emails between us that I’d printed. “See, it’s like this—”

I talked at what probably approached the speed of light and I’m not sure anybody but a sister would have understood me. Then I mutely handed her the printed sheets. 

Her eyes moved rapidly down, her expression changing, softening. 

“Ohhhh...” she breathed. “Ohh, my Lord! He writes just like you do, this is almost prose poetry in places.” Her expression hardened. “Dump him.”

I started. “Excuse me? You just said...”

“Not the prose poet, Ari, get real. Scott. Dump Scott. Yesterday. Now. Last week. Last year.”

“I know you’ve never really liked him, Antsypants, but he’s what I need.”

“Like hell! This—” she shook the paper emphatically. “This is what you need!” 

“I’ve never even met him!”

“Yeah, but you’re going to. You can lie to yourself if you want to, but you can’t lie to me. Or him either, apparently. Now, go get him! I know you better than you think, and it’s time to wake up! You’ve been sleepwalking for years, get over it! And for God’s sakes, go get laid by somebody that knows how to do it!”

“I’m not getting laid, I don’t know where that thing’s been! And just wait till we go back in and I show you his picture! With his career! He’s ex-Fort Lauderdale PD and ex-Florida Bureau of Investigation! Can you say chick magnet?”

“And you’re so sure of where Scott’s thing’s been for the last year?”

“Well, actually, pretty sure, yeah.”

“Oh, hell, so am I. I was just being pissy ‘cause he’s so damn boring! But Ari, where it’s been ain’t been doing you a lot of good.”

“Excuse me?”

“I said don’t try to lie to me. I know better. And I’ve seen you BGR and AGR, don’t forget. And I know what you looked like during GR!!” That was private slang between myself and Antsypants for “before” a certain individual whose name I did not permit to be spoken and “after” a certain individual whose name I did not permit to be spoken. 

I sighed and Stacy pounced.

“So, you’ll go back in and tell him where and when?”

“Yeah,” I breathed. And then more strongly, I re-affirmed. “Yeah. I think I’m going to do just that.”

“Praise God and Hallelujah!!”

I sat back down at my computer and stared at the screen. 

Okay. But here’s the deal. This Thursday would work for me. There’s a little funky Mexican restaurant called Rosita’s, pure Mexican Georgia Redneck, between Warner Robins and Macon. It’s a dive but I love it. If you let me know when you’re close, I’ll leave to meet you. My cell is 555-7777. Text or call when you’re outside Macon. And I’ll take the rest of the day off to finish Christmas shopping and you can trail around after me if you still feel so inclined after lunch. You might not even like me, you know. My voice might grate on your nerves. I’m a bitch from hell when I get mad. I’m really not very touchy. Whichever one of us gets there first, just stay in the car and wait till the other arrives. And we can get the first hug you keep harping on out of the way, and if you want, even a first (probably last) kiss out of the way, ‘cause I’m not stupid enough to think that’s not going to happen, instead of sitting there wondering about it all through lunch. And in case you don’t know, this makes me extremely nervous and more than a little scared.

I hit the send before I could change my mind, something I’d become quite familiar with over the last few weeks. Five minutes later my cell phone announced the arrival of a text. Please don’t be scared of me, baby girl. There wasn’t a name, but not much question about the source. 

I’m not afraid of you...I’m afraid of me. I sent back. And programmed his number into my cell. And that afternoon, with the exchange of a few Emails, it was so arranged that sometime between 11:30 and 12:00 on Thursday next, two days away, my life as I knew it would be over. 
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HE CAUGHT A BATCH OF rain on I-75 coming up, so I got there first. I sat, chewing gum furiously, watching the traffic for a slowing Chevy Equinox. I’d known he’d drive either a small SUV or a pickup—what else would be logical for a bounty hunter—but I’d forgotten to ask the color when we exchanged vehicle information. Probably silver, a good color for the shadows. And there it was, a silver Equinox, slowing for the turn. I closed my eyes, spit my gum into the dregs of my coffee cup. I got out and stood waiting, leaning against the door as he walked towards me.

Six-three, he’d told me early on, thirty-nine, old enough to know better but to do it anyway. There was more silver in the dark hair than there’d been in the picture. He smiled and opened his arms and for just a moment, I actually gave in and hugged back. Then he lowered his head and found my mouth and for just a moment, I kissed back. He pulled away. 

“God, you taste good. With or without the gum.” His mouth returned to mine and I gave in again, but not for long. It seemed to satisfy him, though, at least for the moment. 

When the waitress asked if we wanted booth or table, I automatically said booth. I needed that table between us. That didn’t work out so well, though, as he slid in right next to me. 

“Too close?” he asked.

“No,” I lied. Worlds too close. To the waitress, I said “Small guacamole salad and a chili rellano, please. And tea.”

He perused the menu briefly and flipped it shut. “Two chicken burritos, please. Unsweetened tea.” And under the table, he rested his hand on my knee. An electric bolt of heat shot through me. I knew I should pull my thigh back over. Instead I felt it lean towards him.

I turned to the bowls of salsa and chips as though seeking sanctuary from a church altar. The first bite reminded me with a jolt that even though I loved Rosita’s food, her salsa wasn’t my favorite as it was made thin and, to my tastes, exceedingly hot. And our tea wasn’t even on the table yet. And today, I wasn’t even going to love the food because I was going to have a hell of a hard time eating anything. I glanced around. Nobody here that knew me. The attorneys ate at Rosita’s occasionally, but almost always on a Friday when they made it a tradition to eat what they termed “funky”. And nobody from Scott’s accounting firm ever came in here, which had figured highly in the choice of meeting spot.

“Safe?” he asked, amusement in his voice. “Nobody here to run tattling back to the fiancé?” I’d forgotten that he had a Floridian no-accent rather than a southern accent.

“So it appears,” I said, leaning back. “Good drive up?”

“After I ran out of the rain. Wanta loosen up a little bit before you break?”

“I don’t know if I can. And I don’t even know what to say or talk about or—”

“Well, you’ve been just overflowing with questions in the emails lately.”

The waitress deposited the plates with the usual warning they were hot, and I picked up my fork, promptly burning the hell out of my mouth on the first bite. To hell with this. Yes, I’d been overflowing with questions. Questions mostly unanswered.

“Yes, I have, haven’t I, and you’ve studiously avoided answering most of them, too.” I turned to face him, and asked the most pressing. “Why me?”

He laughed. “You truly don’t know, do you?”

“Know what?”

“I thought you had to have at least have some glimmer of an idea as to what you are.”

Well, that didn’t sound good. Not at all. What the hell did he think I was? “And what do I think I am?”

“Ariel. Honey, you’re a witch. One of the most powerful ones I’ve ever run across. And I figured nobody with that much power could possibly not know. At least a little bit. Guess I was wrong on that one.”

Okay, I was in the Twilight Zone. “And you know this how?”

“Because I’m a warlock. War-N-Wit, remember? Inc.”

“Inc. Of course.” I sat and stared, not believing I was sitting here listening to this. “And you know I’m powerful because—”

“Because you’re basically a telepath. You read people. And right now you’re thinking that I’m a lunatic, but you just can’t make yourself quite believe it. Right?”

“I don’t read people, I—”

“The hell you don’t. Those thumbnail sketches you do of people all the time? Way beyond descriptions of eye and hair color. You read their souls.”

“And you’re—you don’t know what I’m thinking right now!”

“Yes, I do. You’re broadcasting. Got to work on those shields, baby girl.”

“Even if I’m broadcasting, you couldn’t—”

“Yes, I can.”

I stared. “Because you’re a telepath, too?”

“Mostly. A few other abilities thrown in, but mostly that, yeah. Let me tell you something, any good profiler is basically a psychic. Any good law enforcement man is a profiler. And I’ve lost one guy in my entire career and he went to Mexico and died to get away from me. I called the attorney looking for him and told him to get an exhumation order and I’d bring in the coffin, I was so damn mad at ruining my record.”

I was not still sitting here listening to this. Was I? Why the hell wasn’t I already out the door and back in my car?

“It’s not what you’re thinking. Witchcraft is the old religion, the old truth, the
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