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Chapter 1
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Violet flops down on her couch after a long day at work just wanting to relax with a movie and the games she plays on her cellphone to just numb her brain.  It’s nearing the Christmas season and everyone is out and about doing their Christmas shopping as well as their regular grocery shopping  Tonight unlike any other night she has a message from one of her opponents in her scrabble game.  Her natural curiosity gets the best of her so she opens the in app messenger and sees the message from her opponent.  It’s a general message of hello and how is your day going.  The opponent’s profile shows a generally good looking man in his early forties, if she were to guess.  She quickly takes her turn and replies with her own hello and that her day was long and tiring.  She continues on with her games not thinking anything else about the conversation with the man.

An hour later when she’s getting ready for bed Violet hears her phone vibrating letting her know different opponents have taken their turns in the various games that she plays.  Normally, she would ignore the notifications, but the conversation earlier has her curious.  Violet finishes dressing for bed and slips under the covers fighting the urge to check her phone and to see whether the mysterious stranger has sent her any more messages.  Unable to fight her curiosity any longer she reaches over and picks up her phone and looks through the notifications to see if she has any messages on her scrabble app.

To Violet’s surprise she has a new message from the man listed as Tom.  This message is still along the typical get to know you lines, he asks her if she’s married or single.  Violet can feel her heart starting to race; it’s an unusual feeling for her to have contact with people outside of work.  With exception of her best friend Andrea and her dog Killer she’s a social recluse, her social anxiety keeps her from making a lot of friends.  She doesn’t like being the center of attention and refuses to make herself the main attraction.

Violet answers his message quickly with, “Single, what about you?”  Then she takes her turn so that he will know that she has sent him a message.  She lays her phone down and tries to fight the feelings of angst that are building inside her.  Her brain rushes with questions of why did he choose to talk to me?  What is he looking for?  Should I even be talking to him?  She’s careful about how much information she gives him with her answers.

The days pass and Violet continues to talk to the mysterious Tom on the scrabble game, but as the game comes to a close he convinces her to add him on a social media app that she doesn’t have so that they can talk more away from the game.  Violet finally caves and adds the app that Tom recommended and they start to have daily conversations on the app.

At first the messages are about their respective work and lives, then the man asks Violet for a picture of herself.  Hesitantly Violet agrees to send him a picture, only a head shot nothing that would give away her workplace or her home.  Violet finally decides on a photo and sends it to the man.  He almost immediately comes back telling her how beautiful she is.  Once again Violet is overwhelmed with the feelings of happiness that someone is showing her attention.

The next few days pass and they speak over the app he’d asked her to download.  The first day they spend talking about their jobs and Violet finds out that he’s on an oil rig near Norway but that he’s originally from California.  He claims that his birthday is near and he hopes that she will send him something since he has no one special to celebrate his birthday with.  Violet tells Tom that she can’t do much as she only works for minimum wage as a cashier at a local department store.  He finds out from her that she lives on the east coast and in the south.  Tom tells Violet about his two young kids that he has left back in California with a nanny while he works on this particular contract.

As the days go on the messages from Tom become more romantic.  Each morning he sends her gushy messages telling her how beautiful she is and how much her words light up his day.  Each morning Violet looks forward to seeing his messages as well as responding to him and telling him that she’s up and what her plans for the day are.  He starts to promise her that he’ll come to visit her once he gets back to the states from the oil rig that he’s on at the moment.

Violet wakes up one morning before Thanksgiving to find that Tom hasn’t messaged her.  She types him an early morning message before heading out to work asking him why he hasn’t messaged her this morning and if everything is okay.  She heads into work checking often for a message from Tom.  Her weeks work hours are short as the store is preparing for the Thanksgiving day work schedule as well as the sales that will start late Thursday night.  

As she enters her home from work Andrea says, “So, who is the guy?”

“What?”  Not only shocked at the fact that her friend is awake at this hour, but also at the sudden interrogation.

“The guy, you’ve been talking to.  You’ve been on your phone more than ever the past few weeks, practically ignoring me and somewhat happier than normal.”

“Oh, Sorry, I didn’t mean to ignore you.”

“So, tell me about him.  Where did you two meet?”  Andrea perked up and her curiosity was peeked.

“We met on a scrabble game.”

“Wait, you’re talking to someone you’ve never met in person?” Shock crossed Andrea’s face at the revelation that Violet had actually spoken to someone she had never met in person.

“Yeah, totally out of my normal.”  Violet twisted her face knowing that it was not normal for her to talk to just anybody.

“Yeah, how do you know that he’s really who he says he is?”

“I don’t know I just seem to trust that it is him.”  Violet shrugged.

“Honey, that’s what scammers want you to do, trust them.  Then they’re going to ask you for something and pull on that trust.  Has he sent you any photos of himself?”

“No, but I’ve never pushed the issue.”  Violet tells Andrea honestly she’d been staring at his profile picture and that had been enough for her.

“You need to have him send you a photo of him so that you can search it up on the web and see if he’s really who he says who he is.”  Andrea advises her, having been a victim of a scam before.

“Okay, with Thanksgiving in a couple of days maybe I can get him to send me a picture by accident.”

“Just remember don’t trust him.  And don’t send him any money.”  Andrea warns Violet about sending strangers money.

“I won’t.  I debated a long time about even talking to him when he messaged me on scrabble.”  Violet nibbled on her lower lip like she did whenever she was nervous about something.

Violet headed to bed with the conversation she’d just had with Andrea still pounding in her head.  Andrea not only was her best friend, but she also was the one that kept Violet from going crazy all the time.  Violet looked at her phone and she’d finally received a message from Tom.  He’d said that he didn’t want to bother her with his current problems.

She immediately texted him back saying, “You need to talk to someone I’m here for you.”  She knew that he was six hours ahead of her, so he was probably already in bed sleeping and wouldn’t message her back until early in the morning.  She dressed and headed to bed knowing that tomorrow would be another hectic day, even though she was only scheduled for four hours with it being Thanksgiving week there was always somehow she managed to get talked into working a full eight.

When Violet awoke the next morning and started preparing for work she checked her phone.  It had become part of her daily routine just like brushing her teeth.  A message from Tom was on her screen.  She read it and her heart ached for the man she had barely known for a month.  His message was simple, but enough to pull on her heart strings.  It said, “I didn’t hear from my kids last night and I’ve tried to reach them all night.”

Violet quickly typed a message of hope to Tom as well as asking if he had reached out to their school.  She had to head into work, but would check in periodically during the day to see if he’d heard from his kids.  The last thing any parent wanted was to be separated by a continent from their children and then not able to contact them if something was wrong.

Violet tried to squelch the concern that was building in her gut, but she was in a way falling for this man.  She had lied to her friend he had sent her a few photos of himself he was a bit older than her.  He would be turning sixty soon, but his photos showed a man closer to his mid forties.  He was handsome with dark black hair speckled with grey, he had a beautiful olive skin tone and if she had to guess he was of an Italian, or Spanish ancestry.  He was a man who seemed to enjoy outdoors and he even worked on an oil rig.  His photos didn’t show an overly muscular man, but a man who did obviously have a good bit of upper body strength and worked out a good bit.

The pictures of his kids he’d sent her were of two very young children around the age of seven.  They were in a park having a good time.  He had mentioned having a son and a daughter close in age.  His son’s mother had passed away and he’d adopted the girl to give his son someone to keep him company.  Violet couldn’t believe that a school wouldn’t let kids that young not keep in contact with their father.  She worked through her day in a blur thinking the whole day about how he could possibly get in contact with his kids.

When Violet got home she told Angela about the whole predicament with Tom.  She bounced ideas of how he could get in touch with his young children with Angela.  A few minutes later she had decided that she was willing to contact the school if he still hadn’t heard from his kids by Thanksgiving, which was tomorrow.  Violet again messaged Tom to see if he had heard from his children.  Once again she received a negative response, but Tom had informed her that he’d emailed the kids school to find out why they hadn’t got in touch with him in the last day and a half.

Violet accepted his answer and his reassurance that the children’s school would contact him back in twenty four hours.  With this Violet decided that he was taking care of everything to the best of his abilities and she decided to proceed with her plans for tomorrow.  She had to work tomorrow an early a short shift and then come back in later that evening and work one of the sales.

Violet didn’t mind working the Thanksgiving holiday it gave her a reason not to be able to leave town to visit her mother.  She knew her mom wasn’t good for her health.  She’d grown up hearing all of the garbage that her mom spewed about other people that when she turned eighteen she headed to the other end of the state to work.  Violet had never considered that her problems with people stemmed from the way she’d been raised, but in the past year and a half she’d been having increased anxiety attacks and Andrea had suggested that she talk to  a therapist.

Her therapist had suggested that she’d grown up in a toxic environment and it had affected the way she viewed other people.  She always found the negative in people and the way they viewed her.  Things that Violet couldn’t help like the color of her eyes or if it was rainy outside Violet would see other people as viewing it as her fault.  Violet always paced when she was nervous as well as wringing her hands.  The therapist had prescribed her some medication to help with both the anxiety and the depression that she experienced.  The medication helped her to function most days, but other days the anxiety still took over and she just had to just take time out for herself.

Violet set her alarm and called it an early night.  Thankfully, Andrea and herself wouldn’t be doing the whole turkey dinner celebration that most people did.  They’d decided on having a small sliced ham with green beans and mashed potatoes for their Thanksgiving dinner.

When Violet woke for her Thanksgiving morning shift there was a message from Tom wishing her a beautiful Thanksgiving.  Something seemed off about him today, he seemed awful cheerful for a man who hadn’t heard from his kids especially on a holiday.  She didn’t have time to ponder why he was so cheerful this morning she had to hurry up and get to work.  Her job was a stickler on the holidays when it came to tardies, calling out, or even working overtime.

After work she sent Tom a message asking if he’d heard from his kids or their school.  When he replied he informed her that he’d heard from the school, as well as his children.  Apparently the cell service in the area had been spotty due to storms in the area and his connection to the internet had also been hit or miss so it’d just been them not catching each other.  This relieved Violet some, but she felt that he wasn’t telling her something.

She and Andrea ate Thanksgiving dinner together since neither of them had family in the area.  Violet tried to keep her mind off of Tom and her worries about what he wasn’t telling her.  When she headed to bed earlier than normal since she had to work the late night shift for one of the post Thanksgiving sales she tried not to check her phone for any messages from Tom.

She rose at two am, dressed and headed in to work for her four am shift.  Work only scheduled her for four hours, but with the chaos that was about to ensue with the early morning sales Violet knew that leaving work right at eight in the morning was going to be near impossible.  She’d worked here for several years and knew the drill all too well, it was only one day a year that work did this sale and the crazies came out of the woodwork to buy all the discounted items.  She’d rather be at a cashregister than to be out on the sales floor guarding items from customers until the sales began.  Her anxiety would sure be overworked if she was out there having to fight the crowds of people that wanted to be the first to get a particular item.

By the time her shift was over and she’d maneuvered herself out to her car she finally looked at her phone to see several missed messages from her family as well as Tom.  She first read the messages from her family all wishing her a happy Thanksgiving and wishing that she could be closer to them during this time of year.  Then she opened Tom’s message, when she read it her heart sank, a flood of emotions hit her like a ton of bricks.  His message read:

Violet I heard from my children’s school and I don’t like what they have told me.  The kids need to go to Germany for two weeks and six days for training.  I have to pay 3,400 dollars for each of my kids to go.  I can’t access my bank account from here and they need the money very soon or else my kids won’t be allowed to go.

Violet drove home now angry that the man who she thought she was friends with was now asking her to pay for his kids passage to Europe for almost three weeks.  She worked her butt off and barely scraped by not to mention she never would get a three week vacation to go overseas to see a foreign country.  She was angry, upset with herself, and to top things off she felt like an idiot for letting this man think that he could get over on her.  He’d played her emotions and now he was sitting somewhere laughing his ass off at her.  It wasn’t fair.  She beat up her steering wheel as she drove back home.  All she had wanted to do was to go home and go to bed, but now she needed to talk with Andrea and see what advice she would give her.

Violet was happy to see that Andrea was still awake after her shift and watching television in the living room when she arrived home.  Knowing the day was blown Violet went over to the coffee maker and started brewing a carafe of coffee, she would need it if Andrea suggested calling the police and reporting Tom as a scammer.  When she turned from the coffee maker Andrea saw the redness to her face and said, “What happened sweetie?  Was it something at work?”

All Violet could do was shake her head.

“Is it something with that Tom guy?”  Andrea asked coming over to comfort Violet.

“Yeah.  He sent me a message.”  She managed between sobs.

“Let me see what the bastard sent you.”  Andrea ordered in her own caring way.  Violet opened the messages and handed her phone over to her best friend.

“The audacity of the bastard!  You’ve got to report him to the police.  He’s trying to scam you!”  Andrea was just as upset, but in an overprotective best friend kind of way.

Before Violet knew what was happening Andrea had her phone pressed to her ear and was speaking with someone.

“Yes, I’d like to report someone trying to scam my friend.”  She paused momentarily.  “We live in the same house, she’s just so caught up in emotions at the moment I don’t think that she can talk to give the report.”  She paused again and listened to what someone on the other end of the line was saying.  Andrea gave them some basic information and then ended the call.

She looked over at Violet and said, “They’re sending some people out to start the process, but internet scammers are the FBI’s perview.  They’re going to go ahead and notify the local office who will send an agent out, but it will be later today before the agent can get here.  I’d suggest we put Killer up because you don’t want him jumping on everyone that comes into the house.”  Violet nodded at what her friend said and started just going through the motions.
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It had been several hours before anyone from the local police department had showed up at Violet’s place.  The first detective had apologized for it taking so long. He’d explained that with the holiday the force was stretched thin.  He started by asking the general questions like Andrea had a few weeks ago.  Violet sat on the couch nursing her second coffee of the day answering his questions to the best of her abilities.  The detective wrote her answers down in his notepad nodding at the appropriate times.

“So let me see if I’ve got this all right.”  The detective said as he looked at Violet and Andrea.  “You met a guy on a scrabble game, he messaged you to join him on social media so you downloaded the social media app that he’d suggested,”  he paused momentarily taking a sip of the coffee that the girls had poured for him.  “Then the two of you chatted about work and relationship status, family and such, but you never once thought that the man could be scamming you out of money?”  The detective paused for effect this time and looked directly at Violet, “Now young lady don’t lie to me.  Did you send him any money, or pictures that we need to know of?”

Violet nodded her head.

“Well what was it?”  The detectives voice was demanding and even shook Andrea’s nerves she wondered how her friend was even holding up to this man’s questioning.

“I sent him a head shot, and a few pictures of some books that I liked to read.  I also sent him an e-gift card for twenty dollars on a game site that he plays on, but no physical money.  The gift card can only be used on the website, something told me not to send him a regular cash gift card.”  Violet explained to the detective feeling a little embarrassed.  She’d been raised not to send strangers money or pictures of herself.  She could feel the heat in her face at the embarrassment.

“You did what?”  Andrea turned shocked at what she’d just heard her best friend admit to doing.

“Well, it wasn’t like I sent him tittie pics.”  Violet defended herself.

“True, but now he might use those to pose as you to scam some man.”  Andrea pointed out the fact that if this guy wasn’t real how easily it would be to swap between personalities.

“I hate to admit, but your friend is right.  Plus, they use the pictures of the book covers to upload pirated copies of e-books from authors and collect funds that the true author never sees and most will never be able to collect.”  The detective informed both ladies.

An hour into the detectives questioning more people from the local department show up.  One is a computer tech who wants access to Violets phone and computer so that he can start to track the person that is scamming her.  Once she logs into her computer and gives him access to the account that she’s been talking to Tom on he quickly scans the texts and says, “Man there are a ton of red flags here, I’m surprised that you didn’t catch onto them earlier.  Anyways, I can use the photos he sent to you and show you that they’re not him.”

“Photos?”  Andrea looks at Violet stunned.  “I thought you said that he hadn’t sent you any photos.”

Violet just shrugged and said, “I just didn’t want you to be right.  I wanted to keep him as the man in the photos.  It was good to have a man care about me and make me feel wanted for once in my life.  Even if he was old enough to be my father.”  Violet explained to her friend.

“Yeah, but we could have searched up those photos and seen that he wasn’t who he said he was.”  Andrea’s frustration eased with her friend.

“I know, I just wanted a relationship with a man. Is that so much for me to ask?”  Violet asked with tears welling up in her eyes.

Andrea couldn’t help but give her best friend a hug, she wanted her to have a relationship with a man.  She was the only person that seemed to understand that the anxiety Violet went through when meeting people and being put in the spotlight.  Right now these cops were putting her in the spotlight as well as Andrea.  

Within a few moments the cyber cop has clicked on several of the photos and run searches of them.  One of the photos pops up with internet scammer alert as a related article, while another shows up as a stock photo that the scammer just got off a photo site and sends it to people, the last photo, the one he’d sent of his kids in the park with him turns out to be a famous Brazilian personality and his kids.

Violet is so shocked at what she’s seeing on her computer that she collapses into a nearby chair.  She’s spent from the events of the day.  She’s been up since two in the morning and now it’s close to noon.  She’s managed to fend off crazy shoppers at her register for four hours of the morning and now she’s been answering questions for the better part of the last two hours about Tom and his scam.  Her body just can’t take anymore.  It’s shutting down. Killer is whining from where he is locked up behind the baby gate in the bedroom.  Andrea notices the signs and asks the detective, “Do you have anymore questions for Violet?”

“No, I think I’m done here.  I’m going to see what the internet guys find, if anything else.”

“Can I lay my friend down it’s been a long day for her, we’ve both been up late last night with having to work the Black Friday sales.”

“Yeah, go ahead.  The internet guys have all they need from her with the access to her computer and phone.”

Andrea walks Violet into her room and helps her to bed making sure that Killer is settled on the bed with her before leaving her to sleep.  Andrea hopes her friend can get some decent sleep.  Killer, Violet’s black pitbull had been Andrea’s suggestion as a comfort dog for her when her anxiety ramped up.  He was great at picking up on her moods and often climbed up on the couch to comfort her even though she didn’t realize she needed comforting.  The funniest thing about Killer was that whenever it started thundering outside the poor boy shook like a leaf; he was scared to death of a thunderstorm.

As Andrea left she could hear Violet quietly talking to Killer letting him know that she knew he was there for her and apologizing for having to lock him up for so long today.  She usually let Killer have free roam of the house except when visitors came that either they didn’t know if the person was scared of dogs, or if they knew that the visitor was afraid of pitbulls.  Andrea watched from the gate at the bedroom door as Violet relaxed and went to sleep.  She was petting on Killer and it became slower as she drifted off to sleep.  Finally assured that Violet was asleep she turned her attention back to the officers in the house.

Before long the detective leaves letting her know that he is heading to the station to type up his report and will be emailing it to the agent in charge at the local FBI office.  He gives Andrea several of his cards one for Violet if she has any questions, one for herself, and one for the FBI agent so that he can get in touch when he arrives later that evening.  One of the computer guys also leaves letting her know that he’s done adding some of the standard things the FBI always ask them to do in these types of cases.

The last remaining computer tech hangs around informing Andrea that he’s got information that he needs to pass on to the FBI agent that is on his way to their place.

“When can we expect to meet this agent?”  Andrea asks kinda fed up with the whole day.

“He should be here soon.”  The tech informs Andrea.

“He?  How do you know it’s a he?  And is there not a partner with him?  He’s not going to be staying here is he?”  Andrea spouted off the questions that were going through her mind.

The tech raised his hand to stop her assault of questions and says, “He is an agent friend I’ve worked with on cases similar to this one.  I know what to expect from
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