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INTRODUCTION



Motive. Whenever a crime is committed or even merely contemplated, something lies behind the commission or the thought of commission, and this is motive. When investigating an act of violence, the police are never required to identify a motive for later presentation to the prosecutors. They are only required to seek the evidence—either physical or circumstantial—that proves or strongly suggests who bears the guilt for an illegal act. But conditioned by everything from true-crime television programs to passionate proclamations from defense attorneys, juries look for motive. In the case of the written word, readers demand it and, indeed, the success of a story often hangs upon the realistic nature of the motive.

Time was when motives in literature could be drawn from just about anywhere, when the morals and values of the day were far more rigid than they are now, and when it was not inconceivable that someone would kill to keep the fact of an illegitimate child secret, to hide an addiction to drugs or alcohol from employers or the public, to prevent a mistress from telling her tale to the tabloids. Things that are now accepted with a shake of the head, a shrug of the shoulders, and laughter generated from jokes made on late-night television once were matters that could bring down entire governments, destroy careers, and devastate families. Now, however, so often those who at another time would have had strong motives to hide information about themselves instead step forward, claim to “take full responsibility” for their actions, frequently wave Bibles in the air and testify to their miraculous conversion, or go “into treatment” to take care of the problem, emerging later rejuvenated, recovered, and reinvented. So it is for everyone from pop stars to politicians.

Because the world has become a more tolerant place—at least regarding certain aspects of daily life—the search for a motive behind a character’s behavior is rather trickier than it once was. Children “born out of wedlock” are paraded in public, and those born to dubious starlets often seem to be used as a means of getting one’s photograph placed in supermarket magazines. Politicians who engage in extramarital dalliances may lose their footing momentarily, but more often than not, they purify themselves and rise, phoenix-like, to run for another office or, more probably, to run a corporation and scoop up stock options like confetti at a ticker-tape parade. Athletes who abuse women, animals, or their own bodies tend to be judged not by the enormity of a crime they might commit but rather by their potential to take their teams to the playoffs.

In this climate, what is a writer to do in the creation of character and the development of motive? My editor once said to me, “It all boils down to sex, power, and money,” and perhaps she was right. Indeed, so many of the antique motives used by the grande dame herself, Agatha Christie, can be examined in this light. But I think there’s a lovely and fertile ground for motives in looking at the Seven Deadly Sins, for not for nothing are they deemed deadly.

Anger, jealousy, gluttony, sloth, lust, greed, and pride. Isn’t the truth of the matter that every major crime committed has one of the deadly sins at its root?

In this volume, we’re looking at two of these sins, lust and greed. As editor, I laid down a challenge for the contributors herein: to create a new story that had as its backdrop either lust or greed or both of them. Some of the contributors are crime writers. Some are not. Included in this volume is something a bit different. In the second portion of the book, you will find “Introducing…,” a section devoted to a group of writers who are either largely unknown or who have not been published before. These women come from various backgrounds—they are journalists, educators, and techies—and they have all been students of mine at one time or another, in one venue or another. I have asked them to participate in order to bring them to the readers’ attention and, perhaps, to the attention of editors and publishers. It’s a rough publishing world these days, and people of note are often disregarded.

Throughout Two of the Deadliest, all of the contributors have taken a different look at what constitutes lust and greed and at where submitting to the calls of these sins can lead a person. You’ll find good guys, bad guys, and in-between guys. You’ll find mystery, mistakes, misunderstandings, and murder, generated from the minds of a group of terrific women writers. In all cases, I hope you enjoy.

Elizabeth George
 Whidbey Island, Washington








DARK CHOCOLATE

Nancy Pickard



Seven inches high in the center, sloping gently from that center to the perimeter of the perfect circle, this was her cake.

“My cake,” Marcie whispered, alone in her kitchen.

All hers. All of it. Every. Single. Bite.

“Mine.”

Before she frosted it, there was white lacework around its dark sides, a residue of the flour with which she had dusted her pans. Cake pan, cake pan, better than a man can. She rhymed, she sang, as she swirled her frosting spatula along the steep sides and mountaintop of the tall, dark, luscious beauty.

Finished frosting, she stepped back to admire her work.

Behind her, the old refrigerator hummed along with her.

Ice it, ice it, slice it, slice it.

“Perfect,” she whispered, as if she were afraid to wake the dead.

Perfect, perfect, perfect, hummed the refrigerator.

Now to cut into it. Always tricky. Always challenging. It made her nervous. Things could go wrong so fast, even after so much planning and work. Even after the mixing, stirring, baking, cooling, icing, things could still go wrong at the last minute. The cake could fall. It could fail to satisfy, could be too done, too dry, or not quite cooked clear through. She had stuck toothpicks into the very center of both layers while they were still in the oven, at the end of the baking cycle, and they had emerged clean. Nothing had clung to them. She had thrilled to see the toothpicks, which suggested she had cooked a perfect cake this time. But there was still time for it to go wrong. It could still fall, all tumbled down in the middle as if somebody had punched a fist into its face. She hoped it wouldn’t fall or fail like that. She wanted this cake, her cake, this particular cake on this day, to be perfect.

Marcie picked up her special cake knife.

Silver-plated wedding gift from she didn’t remember who.

One of those people,

Under the steeple.

She held the knife above her cake, hovering, anxious, afraid of messing up. Hard not to mess up. Easy to fail. Hard to lay a perfect thick triangle on a pristine plate. Glass plate, clear plate, what will be my life’s fate?

She held her breath as she lowered the knife to the frosting.

It hurt. It almost hurt to do that, to touch the chocolate, to move the knife slowly through the icing and down to the firmer substance, the cake below it. She wanted to hurry, to rush through it so she wouldn’t have to feel it, the pain of slicing through her cake. No push, no shove. That rhymes with love. Once she made the first cut, there was no going back. No taking it back, no changing her mind.

The knife slid through the cake until it struck the glass below.

So far, so good, Marcie thought, and began to breathe again.

The next bad moment would come when she pulled the knife out, so she delayed it. She stood there in the kitchen with her fingers around the silver handle, its shaft still stuck fully into the heart of the cake. Dead, dead, running red. When she pulled out the knife, too much cake and frosting might come with it, leaving a rough cut.

Slowly, with exquisite caution, she withdrew the knife.


It was a smooth cut. There was only a little cake and frosting stuck to the blade.

Marcie felt relieved. This could be a perfect first slice of cake.

After the initial cut, the next one was even harder, but she was ready for it. She had put a glass of water beside the cake, and now she plunged the sticky knife down into the glass and then slid one side of the knife and then the other side of it carefully over the glass edge to clean them off. Then she used a fresh dish towel to wipe the knife perfectly clean for the next stab.

Perfectly clear, perfectly clean, who was nice, and who was mean?

I could write nursery rhymes, she thought.

Heaven knew, she’d read enough of them.

Finally, the first piece of cake lay on her perfect plate.

Marcie picked up her fork.

She ate one bite, taking it from the thinnest tip of the slice.

Oh! It was delicious. It was the best cake she’d ever baked, or eaten.

If you’re good, you’ll do what you should.

As she held the bite in her mouth, savoring its flavors, she thought about a news article she had read recently. Scientists claimed they had proved that the first bite of any food was always the best. They said every bite diminished in satisfaction after that. Marcie couldn’t remember why they said that was so, but she didn’t believe it anyway. When she ate the second bite of her cake, it was just as good as the first one had been, and maybe better. It brought tears to her eyes, it was so wonderful to taste. It felt so good between her teeth, on her gums, and going down her throat.

“Oh.” She whispered a moan. “It’s so good.”

Every bite after that was equally scrumptious.

Delicious, delicious,

People are vicious.

She cut a second piece no bigger than the first one. She didn’t have to hurry. There was no cause to gobble the way she gobbled down the family’s leftovers before she stuck their plates in the dishwasher after meals. She had all the time in the world this afternoon, or at least until six o’clock, when Mark came home from work. An entire world, a whole lifetime, could be contained in those two and a half hours. She wanted to savor every bite of it.

The second piece was better than the first, and she was still hungry after she finished it. Starving. Only a thick piece could begin to fill her up, she decided, but when she ate a third, thicker slice, it only seemed to whet her appetite for more. Good, good, knock on wood. She was glad she still felt so hungry. This was her cake and she wanted to eat all of it.

Marcie savored her fourth piece.

The phone didn’t ring to interrupt her.

Well, of course it didn’t, Marcie thought, because she had unplugged it. One of the phones. She’d only had to kill one phone to kill all of them.

A noise, possibly a laugh, or maybe a sob, rose into her mouth.

It made her cough, which made her choke on the bite she was swallowing while the laugh or sob was trying to get up and out. Marcie panicked, afraid she could choke to death on her own cake, leaving the rest of it for somebody else to find, and maybe even to eat.

She ran to the sink to spit out the cake in her mouth.

She took a long drink of water to wash away the coughing.

The water filled her up a little, the way the cake had not so far.

Marcie put down the glass so she wouldn’t drink any more.

Then she got back onto her kitchen stool, at the counter where the cake was, and cut the last piece of the first half of the cake.

Maybe it was time to bring the phones back to life?

So nobody would worry if they couldn’t reach her. So nobody would come over to check on her before Mark came home. They would worry, she realized, if they couldn’t at least get the answering machine.


She got up and plugged in the phone attached to the machine.

“Hi!” she whispered in a bright tone. “You’ve reached the Barnes family!” Then she dropped her voice to a lower register. “Mark!” Then back up to her own voice. “Marcie!” And then she imitated her children, in the order in which they chirped their names, in order of their births, starting with “Luke!” who was six, then “Ruth!” who was five, and then the twins, “Matthew!” and “Mary!” who were three. Then she yelled, “We’ll call you back!” just as they all did on the tape. Only the baby, John, wasn’t there. The baby was silent.

It startled Marcie to hear her own voice so loud in the quiet house.

Her mother said they shouldn’t have a recording that yelled in people’s ears. Her father said it was annoying to wait for it to play through every time. Her minister’s wife said it was adorable.

Marcie started on the second half of her cake.

Her glass plate was not pristinely clean anymore.

Her two bathtubs weren’t clean anymore.

Some of the beds weren’t clean anymore.

“You should be ashamed of yourself,” she said in her mother’s voice.

“What did you do all day?” her father’s voice chimed in.

“You’re so lucky you get to stay home,” her sister said.

“What did you guys do that was fun today?” Mark asked her.

“We missed you at circle meeting,” said her minister’s wife.

Wife, wife, for all of your life.

Mother, mother, smother, smother.

“Shut up,” she whispered. “Shut up. Shut up. Shut up.”

Hands shaking, she dipped the cake knife in the glass of water, which was murky now, and wiped it on the chocolatey dish towel. Then she cut the rest of the cake in even pieces so they’d be ready for her when she was ready for them. Time was running faster now. It wasn’t all that long before Mark would come through the door.

At least the cake knife was clean again.


She held it up to let it shine in the light from the window.

Yes, it was clean as a whistle.

The word “whistle” made her think of the dog, who wasn’t barking. Wasn’t that the name of a story? About a dog that didn’t bark? It was supposed to be important, somehow, the fact that the dog didn’t bark. A clue. But to what? Maybe if she’d gotten her college degree, she’d know. Marcie wondered if it would be a clue to Mark. When he approached the house, when he stuck his key in the lock, would it be a clue when the dog didn’t bark?

Mark was smart, but she didn’t think he was that smart.

He’d probably need more clues than that before he ran to see what was wrong.

Marcie finished the first piece of the second half of the cake, and then laid the next piece on her plate.

She estimated there was a little over one-quarter of her cake left to eat now. If it was more than a quarter, would that make it a third? She wasn’t sure. She’d never been good at math, or at estimating things.

Never been good, never been good,

Never done what they said she should.

Married before she ought to.

Had babies sooner than they said she should—but not as many as they said she could. (“Do you think our baby stuff will last through at least one more?” Mark had asked her last night.)

Kept the house too clean.

Vain, vain, windowpane.

Didn’t keep it clean enough.

Make a mess, and then confess.

Spent too much money.

Never had enough of it.

Sang too loud. Talked too much.

Said the wrong things.

Dressed the wrong way.

Couldn’t please.


“Please,” Marcie whispered, remembering a Beatles’ song. “Please, please, please me.”

She didn’t think it would please anybody to find out she had eaten an entire cake, but it pleased her. It pleased her so much to eat the. last. bite. Surprisingly, it only left her wanting more.

She glanced at the kitchen clock.

There was still time to mix another one. If she couldn’t bake it, maybe she could eat the batter and lick the bowl, all of the bowl, all to herself.

When Mark came home, she could give him a chocolate kiss.

She walked to the cupboard to pull out another cake box, but discovered to her dismay that there wasn’t another chocolate one. There was only vanilla. At first she felt deep disappointment, excruciating disillusionment. No chocolate! Only vanilla! But then she thought, No! That was all right. That was fine. It was great, in fact. She was the only one in the family who liked white cake. She was the only one left in the family who liked it…

Marcie reached for the cake mix box.

Vanilla had its own special delights, in her opinion. It was tangy, it smelled wonderful, it looked so pure. And you could do anything with it. Put on any flavor or color of frosting. Sprinkle it with candy. Squeeze frosting into roses and squirt them onto it. Use it for weddings, for birthdays, for special days like this one.

Her mouth watered, thinking of the flavor of the batter that would be hers alone. She was so hungry all of a sudden, so hungry, as if there were a huge hole in the middle of her. A huge empty space. She felt as if she were falling into the space, and that she might keep falling and falling forever with nothing making a sound around her, and with the space getting bigger and bigger until there was nothing in the universe except her and space.

Maybe another cake would fill it, if she could only finish eating it before Mark came home to their very quiet house.








THE OFFER

Patricia Smiley



Mari Smith limped onto the escalator leading to the baggage claim at the Los Angeles International Airport and began her descent into hell. She was already dispirited, but the hoard of disembarking passengers, all babbling and pushing to get out of the terminal, made her so tense that she waited fifteen minutes at the gate for the crowd to dissipate before heading to claim her suitcase from the carousel on the lower level.

To compound her distress, she had broken off the heel of one of her sensible navy pumps in the Jetway in Seattle as she’d entered the airplane. The flight had already been delayed an hour, so there was no time to get down to the tarmac to search for the heel of a tired old shoe. Now she had to find a way to repair the thing before morning or she’d be forced to arrive at her interview lurching like Quasimodo.

She’d come to Los Angeles to compete for a marketing job at a drive-through pet-wash company that planned to expand its operation to the Pacific Northwest. Even if she got the position, her financial future wasn’t assured. The company was a start-up with no money to cover her airfare or even her hotel room. She’d maxed out her Visa card to pay for travel expenses, and now the only pair of shoes she’d brought along was out of commission, a predicament that left her feeling defeated.

At the bottom of the escalator, Mari stumbled through a revolving glass door leading to the lobby just outside the baggage claim. As she scanned the vicinity for a sign pointing toward carousel 5, she found herself face-to-face with a barrel-chested man with spiky platinum hair that reminded her of quills on an albino porcupine. He was standing near a bank of telephones, wearing a black suit that seemed funereal and too heavy for the August heat. He was holding a sign partially obscured by his hands. All Mari could make out were the letters MARI and SMI.

Excitement ricocheted inside her head like a cartoon bullet. Maybe the wet-pet entrepreneurs had found some wiggle room in the budget for a limo ride to her hotel. For a fleeting moment she wondered if her luck was changing.

Truth be known, the broken heel was only one setback in a cascade of recent disasters. Her bad luck had started with a letter out of the blue from the Nigerian minister of education. It seemed that he was having a problem transferring his son’s college expense fund into the country in time to meet the enrollment deadline. If he failed, the young man’s lifelong dream of attending the University of Washington would be destroyed. Would Mari be kind enough to help?

The plan seemed simple enough. He would send her a check for thirty thousand dollars, which she would deposit in her savings account and then wire twenty-five thousand dollars to the son. The additional five thousand dollars was hers to keep as compensation for her trouble. She coveted the extra cash, because her car needed new tires and the dunning messages on her dentist’s bill had turned impolite.

She realized too late that she had erred by wiring the money before confirming that the check had cleared the bank. It was little consolation that she had been one of the first to fall for the scam. The con man had wiped out her entire savings, and she was still struggling to recover. Then two months ago she’d lost her job as office manager for an auto-parts store and hadn’t been able to find another despite an exhaustive search. Landing the pet-wash position was her sole hope for financial salvation.

Mari met the limo driver’s gaze and smiled. He took a step forward. As he did, his hand moved, exposing the full name on the placard—MARION SMITHSON. A seed of resentment sprouted in Mari’s chest. She should have known better than to hope.

“Ms. Smithson?” he said. “I’m here to take you downtown.”

Downtown? Mari was going downtown. She’d booked a room in an economy hotel, the cheapest one she could find. She’d been warned that the taxi fare would set her back at least forty dollars, so to offset the cost, she’d packed some of her own food: several cartons of tuna salad and crackers she’d purchased from a supermarket.

“I wasn’t expecting a ride,” she said.

The driver glanced at his clipboard. “You’re on my pickup log. Says here I’m supposed to take you to the hotel. The company prepaid, so I guess you’re in luck.”

Luck was for people like Marion Smithson, not for her. She was going to tell the driver about the mistake but paused a moment to glance around the area. There was no likely Ms. Smithson in sight. Perhaps she had missed her flight. If so, the limo driver had made the trip for nothing, and that was a shame. Mari needed a ride downtown. The driver needed a passenger. It seemed like a waste for both of them.

For a moment, Mari basked in the fantasy of accepting his offer. She had always dreamed of riding in a limo but never had, not even to her high school prom. The driver would probably never realize his mistake and she’d save a precious forty dollars. If necessary she would admit to the error when she arrived at the destination. Poor old Marion Smithson would have to take a taxi to the hotel, but if the company could afford to pay for a limo, they could certainly afford to reimburse her for cab fare. Mari wondered if the limo had tinted windows like the ones movie stars rode in.


“Why don’t you wait in the car while I get your suitcase?” he said. “It’s just outside.”

Mari handed him her baggage claim ticket and followed him out of the terminal building. As soon as she hit the sidewalk, she was assaulted by blaring car horns, rumbling bus engines, and toxic exhaust fumes that burned her lungs. Heat licked at her face as she climbed inside the stretch limousine, clutching her battered carry-on. By comparison, the serene feel of climate-controlled air was a godsend.

An open bottle of champagne lolled in an ice bucket next to a crystal flute. The label read Krug, Clos du Mesnil 1995. Mari didn’t know much about champagne, but the high-class label gave her the impression that she was in the presence of greatness.

“Would you like me to pour the champagne before I get your bag?” the driver said.

Mari hesitated. She had accepted Marion Smithson’s ride, but drinking her champagne seemed dangerously close to stealing.

“I shouldn’t,” she said as her voice faded into a wistful sigh.

The driver smiled. “I’ve already picked up several of your competitors. They all got the same treatment. Life is short. Enjoy.”

Mari studied him with interest. “Competitors?”

“I hope you didn’t think you were the only one interviewing for the job.”

Mari was taken aback by the coincidence. Marion Smithson was in town for an interview too. Regardless, Mari was certain it didn’t entail shampooing uncooperative dogs and cats for a financially challenged start-up operation. She gazed at the empty glass. After the turmoil of the day, she could use a little pick-me-up. The bottle was already open and the champagne would lose its fizz long before Marion Smithson breezed into town.

“Perhaps one glass wouldn’t hurt,” she said.

The driver filled the flute to the brim and then disappeared into the terminal to retrieve her suitcase. After he loaded her luggage into the trunk, he slid into the front seat of the car and handed Mari an azure cloth bag with drawstrings that were as soft as silk threads.

“It’s a welcome gift,” he said. “All the candidates got one. You’re free to keep what’s inside even if you don’t get chosen.”

Mari studied the bag. The color reminded her of water in a tropical lagoon. She wanted to strip down and dive in, knowing she’d break the surface feeling refreshed. She yearned to open it and see what was inside, but a twinge of conscience forced her to leave the bag on the seat.

The limo exited the airport through a ring of tall cylinders set ablaze by multicolored lights. They reminded Mari of a hip L.A. version of a pagan stone circle. She pressed her cheek into the cool leather seat and allowed the dry champagne to tickle her nose.

The limo wended its way past tawdry billboards, dusty palm trees, and cell towers ridiculously disguised as conifers. Mari barely noticed. Her focus remained on the azure bag. She’d always believed that curiosity was a virtue, so she wondered how inspecting the contents could possibly be wrong. It wasn’t as if she planned to keep whatever was inside.

Her fingers tingled as they parted the tissue, going deeper into the bag until they’d unearthed a bottle of Hervé Léger perfume, an Hermès scarf, and a svelte case that held a gold Cartier watch. She lifted the watch from its repose and stroked it gently with her fingers. The burnished gold was smooth and achingly beautiful. She wondered what the watch would feel like on her wrist.

She removed her Timex and slipped the Cartier over her hand, allowing it to caress her skin. She knew she would have to remove the watch before she got to the hotel, but until then, she decided to accept her good fortune.

As the limo snaked along the ribbons of freeway toward downtown L.A., Mari spritzed perfume in her décolleté, draped the silk scarf around her neck, and counted each minute of pleasure on her Cartier watch.

She waited until the limo rolled to a stop in the circular driveway of an upscale hotel with a French name before returning the watch to the azure bag. The thought of parting with it created waves of envy that threatened to scuttle her resolve. The driver opened the door, and Mari slid out with her purse and her carry-on, feeling as if she’d just gotten away with something naughty.

“Thanks for the ride,” she said, handing the driver a modest tip.

He smiled. “My pleasure.”

Mari glanced around to get her bearings, hoping her hotel was close by. She didn’t want to walk far, because her uneven gait had already caused her hips to ache.

As she was making her way toward the lobby to ask the concierge for directions, she saw a middle-aged woman in a business suit walking toward her. The woman seemed intense, as though the worries of the world were lodged between the furrows of her brow.

“Welcome to Los Angeles, Marion,” the woman said. “I’m Lisa Beaudry, Weylin Prince’s executive assistant. We spoke on the telephone.”

Mari had not expected to be greeted when she arrived at the hotel. She felt a twinge of trepidation that subsided only when she realized that Lisa Beaudry had never met Marion Smithson in person or she would have known Mari was an impostor. Still, the game had gone on long enough. She had to set things right.

Mari took a step forward. “Thank you, Ms. Beaudry, but I have to tell you—”

Lisa frowned when she noticed Mari’s lopsided stride. “What’s wrong with your leg?”

Mari wondered if her concern was random or if the job required some sort of physical exertion and couldn’t be performed by a candidate with a bad leg. Still, it was no concern of hers, so she explained about the crack in the Jetway and the broken heel. Lisa seemed relieved. She took Mari’s arm and guided her toward the door.

“Your room isn’t ready yet,” she said, “so I took the liberty of booking a spa appointment for you. Choose any treatment you want. I’ve left instructions for the staff to charge it to our account. Meanwhile, I’ll see what I can do about your shoes.”

Mari felt as if she might swoon. A warm soak and a massage would go a long way toward easing the stress she’d been under. With any luck at all, she could slip out after the spa treatment and make her way to her economy hotel before Lisa Beaudry even knew she was gone. If Lisa discovered the pretense, Mari would apologize and explain that she and Marion had both come to L.A. for a job interview and that she’d misread the limo driver’s sign. It was a simple mistake. Anyone could have made it.

“A spa treatment would be lovely,” Mari said.

After her massage, Mari showered and dressed. The champagne had made her tipsy, but the masseur’s hands had kneaded the tension from her muscles and sent her on a slow journey into Nirvana. He had also given her directions to her own hotel, which was about six blocks away.

Mari picked up her carry-on and her purse, and was preparing to leave when she felt a pang of alarm. She had forgotten about her suitcase. It must still be in the limo. She didn’t have the license number or even the name of the company. Getting it back meant explaining her deception. Lisa would make her pay for the ride from the airport, plus the spa treatment, which would take all the cash she had left and leave her stranded in downtown L.A.

Mari hurried toward the elevator, praying that the limo driver had left her suitcase with the doorman. She had just reached the hotel lobby when she heard a woman’s voice calling her name. She turned and saw Lisa Beaudry walking toward her. Apprehension ignited the flowery scent of perfume between her breasts.

“There you are,” Lisa said. “Guess what I found.”

Mari hoped it wasn’t Marion Smithson.

Instead, Lisa handed her a shopping bag that held a pair of suede shoes—three-inch heels, apple red, with a navy bow that matched her navy suit.


Mari stared at the shoes in awe. “They’re…beautiful.”

Lisa handed her a plastic key card. “I thought you’d like them. Look, your suitcase is in your room. There’s a cocktail party for all the candidates at six thirty, followed by dinner. I saw by the clothes you brought along that nobody told you it was formal. Not to worry. I found you something appropriate to wear.”

Mari was relieved that her suitcase was safe but she was also concerned. Lisa Beaudry had not only taken her bag to the room, but she had gone through Mari’s things, as well. Her name was clearly written on the tag on the suitcase handle. If Lisa had inspected it, she knew Mari was an impostor. Perhaps the police were waiting in the room to arrest her and take her to jail. The situation was mushrooming out of control. All she could think about now was finding her suitcase and leaving before her charade was exposed.

Mari took the proffered key card. When she got to the room, she pressed her ear to the door, listening for sounds from within. Silence. She opened the door. The room was empty, except for her suitcase and the azure bag on the bed. She scrambled to inspect her luggage and found that her name tag was missing from the handle. She assumed it had been torn off in transit. For once, she wouldn’t complain about the baggage handlers’ abuse of her personal belongings.

Relief lowered her pulse rate and her resistance. She picked up the azure bag, feeling as if she’d just been reunited with a former lover. Her breath quickened as she slipped the Cartier on her wrist one last time and felt the warm glow of desire.

She lifted her gaze from the watch and saw a sleek navy cocktail dress hanging in the closet. The silk rose pinned to the bodice was the same red as her new shoes. She held the dress up to the light. It was lovelier than anything she had ever owned. She decided to try it on, just to see what it looked like on her figure. If it suited her, perhaps she would buy one just like it with her first paycheck from the pet-wash company. She undressed and slipped the dress over her head, keeping a close watch on the door. If Marion Smithson arrived, she would leave immediately, telling her there had been a mix-up in rooms.

Mari admired her image in the mirror. Her plain facial features were married to a well-proportioned body and girlish breasts. Her skin and medusalike hair glowed with health. Nobody had ever called her sophisticated, but people always seemed charmed by her look of youthful innocence.

She turned away from the mirror, wondering what it would be like to work for a company that lavished expensive gifts on its job applicants. She considered Marion Smithson’s professional credentials. She was obviously vying for a position of great importance to warrant such singular treatment. Perhaps the post required technical expertise, like engineering or computer science. If the job were geared toward sales or marketing, Mari’s liberal arts education would surely put her in the running.

Since Marion Smithson had not yet arrived at the hotel, Mari decided to attend the cocktail party, have a drink and a few hors d’oeuvres, and find out more about the position. She had no plans for the evening except for tuna and crackers à la maison. In fact, she had no plans at all until the following morning at ten thirty when her interview with the start-up company was scheduled. Lisa hadn’t discovered the ruse as of yet. A couple more hours seemed unlikely to change that. Perhaps, Mari thought, she might even score points with Mr. Prince and become Marion’s competitor instead of her impersonator. She found the thought amusing.

At precisely six thirty, Mari stood outside the door leading to the hotel’s grand ballroom, dressed in her sleek navy dress, apple red shoes with the navy bows, and the Cartier watch. She felt glamorous and sexy.

“Marion, you look beautiful,” said Lisa Beaudry as she nudged her inside the room. “Come with me. There are people who want to meet you.”

Mari wasn’t beautiful and she’d never pretended otherwise, but the sound of the word lifted her spirits. She followed Lisa into a room full of people dressed in tuxedos, formal gowns, and glittering diamonds. The crowd was a mix of couples and singles of varying ages but most of them looked older, fifties or higher, and all of them looked rich.

Across the room, a stout man, whose uneven complexion looked like the surface of the moon, had just skewered a strawberry on a silver pitchfork and placed it under a fountain spewing chocolate. Lisa waved to him. He nodded and waddled toward them.

“That’s Mr. Dolan,” Lisa whispered in Mari’s ear. “He’s on our board of directors. Be nice to him.”

Mari wasn’t sure what Lisa meant by that statement. Of course she would be nice to him. She was here for a job interview, after all. She intended to be nice to everyone.

Mr. Dolan bit off the tip of the chocolate-covered strawberry. “I understand your background is in advertising.”

Mari had once sold classified ads over the telephone during the summer between her junior and senior years of college, so it wasn’t much of a lie when she said yes.

Dolan ran his tongue over his lips, capturing the last remnants of cacao. “So tell me about your family.”

Mari was taken aback. It was inappropriate and probably illegal to ask a job applicant a question like that. A board member should know better. She didn’t want to spoil her chance to curry favor, but she wasn’t about to discuss her personal life.

“I’m an orphan,” she said.

Mari didn’t know what had possessed her to say that. Perhaps she’d been distracted by Mr. Dolan’s rapid-fire blinking, which periodically pulled his face into a grotesque grimace. She wasn’t an orphan. Her parents and her four siblings wouldn’t find the lie funny, but she doubted they would be amused by any part of this escapade.

Dolan brushed his sticky fingers over her arm as if he wanted to take a bite out of that too. “Such a lovely young woman to suffer such loss.”


He continued asking questions about her life and her job history until Lisa beckoned him toward another young woman whom Mari assumed was also an applicant. She waited until Dolan moved on to another hors d’oeuvre table before strolling over to speak with the woman.

“When is your interview?” Mari said.

“Tomorrow at ten. How about yours?”

“Ten thirty. I wanted to read through the job description one more time tonight, but I must have left it at home. I don’t suppose I could get a copy of yours?”

The woman seemed surprised. “I didn’t get one. Lisa told me the position was so new they hadn’t had time to formalize anything. It doesn’t really matter. Regional sales rep jobs are all the same. You call on customers, bring in new business, and write reports. We’ll be on the road a lot, so I think they want somebody who’s single. I’m sure they’ll tell us more in the interview. Are you working now?”

The blood in Mari’s veins felt clogged with ice. She couldn’t tell the woman she’d been unemployed for months and was in L.A. to apply for a dead-end job with a start-up company, not while the dress, the shoes, and the Cartier were making her feel more successful than she’d ever felt in her life.

Mari smiled. “I’m the director of sales and marketing for a French lingerie company called C’est Bon.”

She had no idea where that had come from either. Her underwear generally consisted of the equivalent of Big Mac work shorts. Cotton. Sturdy. Dependable. Maybe the navy dress and the watch were altering her DNA, because she was beginning to feel as if she could be an executive with an international lingerie company.

During the next hour, Mari spoke with several job applicants. All were women. Most were beautiful. She learned the company was called the Pleasure Club, an exclusive, members-only organization that specialized in adventure travel. Mari was surprised. The crowd seemed a bit too old for adventure, but she admired seniors who stayed active in their so-called golden years. The company’s name was somewhat ambiguous. If the members hadn’t looked so upstanding, she might have thought the organization was some sort of illicit sex club.

As the cocktail party wore on, Marion Smithson had still not arrived. Mari assumed she’d been delayed but would probably show up by dinnertime. She couldn’t risk running into her, so she left the ballroom and headed toward her room.

“Marion? Where are you going?”

Mari whipped around and saw Lisa Beaudry standing behind her.

“Something came up at work,” she stammered. “An emergency. A shipment of silk from China held up in port. A big order to fill. Nobody knew what to do.”

Mari realized too late that she had made a mistake. Marion Smithson didn’t work for a French lingerie company. That was a lie Mari had just made up.

“Perhaps that explains the message I just picked up at the front desk,” Lisa said. “It said you’d been delayed but you would arrive in time for your interview in the morning. The wording seemed odd since I’d just seen you a few minutes ago.”

Beads of perspiration began forming on Mari’s upper lip. “Yes. The wording. The desk clerk must have misunderstood. I only wanted you to know I had to make a few telephone calls and may not make it to dinner.”

Lisa frowned. “Okay. Just don’t work too late. Your interview is at nine o’clock tomorrow morning. Mr. Prince will announce his selection by noon.”

The burst of adrenaline subsided, leaving Mari feeling drained and anxious. She’d come so close to being exposed. Her nerves couldn’t take much more.

“Look, Lisa. There’s something you should know about me. I don’t belong here—”

“I hope Mr. Dolan didn’t intimidate you. People like him are the glue that holds this organization together. If you please him, it’s like winning the lottery.” Beaudry smiled and patted Mari’s shoulder. “Get some sleep. You’ll feel better tomorrow.”

Indulging this fantasy was madness. Mari had to get out of the situation before she crossed the imaginary line that would leave her no avenue of retreat. She headed back to her room, listening at the door for what seemed like an eternity. Hearing no sounds, she entered, changed back into her navy suit, and returned the watch to the azure bag. She had no choice but to keep the shoes. It made no sense to limp to her real job interview in the morning when she had alternatives. She’d try to find some way to repay the Pleasure Club.

Mari collected her belongings and left the room. She was heading down the hallway toward the elevator when she heard Lisa Beaudry’s voice in the distance. She peeked around the corner and saw Lisa walking toward her, accompanied by a tall man with a pointed nose and a swarthy complexion. He had unusually small ears, and his dark hair was slicked back with some sort of pomade that made him look like a harbor seal. Mari wondered if he could balance a rubber ball on that sharp nose of his. She didn’t want to be caught sneaking out of the hotel, so she ducked into an alcove near an ice machine and waited for them to pass by.

“What about Marion Smithson?” the man said. “Dolan liked her.”

“I don’t know, Mr. Prince. That picture she sent us must have been taken years ago. I hardly recognized her. Plus, she seems skittish. I’m not sure she’s right.”

“Who else looks good?”

Mari couldn’t hear the response, but she was crushed that Lisa hadn’t defended her. Lisa who had touched her arm so gently and reassuringly, Lisa who had called her beautiful. How could she doubt Mari’s ability? She hadn’t even applied for the job, and yet she’d passed Dolan’s litmus test. That had to mean something.

Mari would definitely be interested in landing the Pleasure Club’s regional sales rep job. In fact, she was beginning to think she was not only qualified, but also deserving. If only she could impress Weylin Prince before Marion Smithson arrived, she just might be able to pull it off. Besides, there was nothing to lose. Mari could meet with Prince at nine, and still make her real interview at ten thirty.

It was late and Mari dreaded the thought of lugging her suitcase six blocks to her real hotel. It was dangerous to venture out at night alone in a strange city, but it was also risky to sleep in a hotel room reserved for another guest. Marion Smithson might show up in the middle of the night and then what?

Besides, if Mari hoped to compete for the Pleasure Club job, she had to do some research on the travel industry. She checked her suitcase with the bell captain and hurried to the business center to search the Internet. By the wee hours of the morning, she had compiled an impressive array of statistics. She printed out her research and then slipped into a vacant meeting room where she assembled a makeshift bed out of dining room chairs and fell asleep.

The next day, after washing up and carefully applying her makeup in the mirror of a public restroom, Mari loitered outside the interview room waiting for Marion Smithson to show up. When she still hadn’t arrived by five minutes after the hour, Mari strolled into the room with a head full of facts that she was sure would impress Weylin Prince. Even though she caught him staring at her breasts several times during the meeting, Prince seemed impressed by her knowledge and enthusiasm. Twenty minutes into the discussion, he leaned back in his chair.

“The job is yours,” he said.

Mari felt bold and empowered. She had just won a job for which she hadn’t even applied. Of course she would have to explain the mix-up in names when she filled out the official paperwork, but that seemed far away and unimportant.

“What’s the starting salary?” she said.

Prince raised an eyebrow. “What’s your pleasure?”


Surely he was joking. He almost seemed to be inviting her to name her price. Even though the job was new, the company must have established some sort of salary guidelines. She wracked her brain for a ballpark figure, given that she had never actually seen a job description. Fifty thousand seemed too low even though it was more than she’d ever made before. Fifty thousand and Cartier watches did not go hand in hand.

“A quarter of a million.” She almost giggled as the words left her lips.

Weylin Prince’s grin seemed wolfish. “That’s a lot of money.”

Mari was just about to tell him she’d been joking when he added, “How does a hundred thousand sound?”

Mari was dumbstruck. What quid pro quo would Prince want in exchange for a hundred thousand dollars?

“When do I start?”

He smiled again. “Tonight. We begin with a dinner party. Until then, enjoy your freedom.”

Doubt bit into her thoughts as she considered his words. He was joking, of course. He only meant that she would be working hard, schmoozing with existing members and recruiting new ones. A job that paid so much money would certainly require long hours, but getting out of debt was worth the price.

“I accept,” she said.

After the interview, Mari returned to the spa for a trio of treatments: facial, makeup application, and a manicure. By the time the staff had completed the beautification process, Mari looked more like a goddess than a regional sales rep for a travel club.

At six o’clock she donned the sleek navy dress and the apple red shoes with the navy bows and fastened the Cartier watch around her wrist. She was strolling across the hotel lobby heading for the limo that would take her to the Pleasure Club’s dinner party when she saw a bedraggled young woman standing at the reception desk.

“Excuse me,” she was saying to the clerk. “My name is Marion Smithson. I was supposed to arrive yesterday, but I missed my flight and couldn’t get another one. I left a message for Lisa Beaudry, but I’m not sure she got it. I need to speak to her. Can you ring her room?”

The clerk looked as if he was typing something into a computer.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “Ms. Beaudry checked out.”

Mari felt sorry for Marion Smithson, though as her mother always said, that’s the way the cookie crumbles. Mari had won the job fair and square. She had competed with a roomful of candidates and had triumphed over all of them.

Once outside the hotel, Mari slid into the waiting limo and settled into the leather seat. A glass of champagne was waiting. This time it was meant for her.

Soon the streetlights of L.A. disappeared in the rearview mirror, leaving only the limo’s headlights to illuminate the night. After what seemed like a long time, the limo stopped in front of a rustic lodge in the middle of nowhere.

Moments later, the driver escorted Mari inside the candlelit foyer of the lodge where she was greeted by spontaneous applause. She couldn’t see well in the dim light, but she guessed that twenty to thirty people were in the room, many patting her back and murmuring congratulations.

The champagne had made her woozy. She shouldn’t have had a second glass. She felt unsteady on her feet, so she was relieved when Lisa Beaudry took her arm and led her into a great room decorated in what looked like jungle vines and odd-looking trees. Mari thought they must be artificial, but when she reached out to touch one, she realized it was real.

Her eyes began adjusting to the dark, and she could see what looked like a replica of an ancient stone pyramid. Mayan perhaps. Some of the people in the room were wearing masks and others were dressed in ridiculous costumes—loincloths and feathers. Mari remembered thinking that the club’s membership seemed too old for adventure travel. Maybe they only re-created the experience in theme parties like this one or maybe the event was just a teaser for an upcoming trip to Belize.

“Are you ready for the presentation?” Lisa said.

“Of course.”

Mari’s mind was racing. No one had told her about any presentation. Did they expect flow charts and PowerPoint slides? How could she get up and talk about her sales and marketing plans when she barely knew what the job entailed?

She felt dizzy and lethargic. She squeezed her eyes closed, but it didn’t improve her focus. A moment later, she felt someone grabbing her hands and the Cartier watch slipping off her wrist. Something rough brushed against her skin. Rope. Somebody was tying her hands behind her back. No. That couldn’t be right. The champagne must be making her hallucinate. Words seemed difficult to form but she tried nonetheless.

“What are you doing? Let go of me.”

A wave of panic hit her as two burly men dragged her toward the opposite end of the room. The red shoes scraped against the floor. Her toes hurt, as if a snake from the fake jungle had slithered out to bite them. Just ahead she saw what looked like a large stone altar on a dais. She considered the lodge’s jungle motif, with its Mayan ruins and loincloth costumes, and prayed this was merely some sort of kinky initiation ritual.

Mari had precious little time for speculation. Her feet lifted off the ground and the red shoes fell away. She smelled something metallic and saw dark stains embedded in the stone. Her eyelids fluttered and then closed. She felt cool air caress her body, as if her clothes had been stripped away. The last thing she heard was Mr. Dolan’s voice.

“So glad you accepted our offer, Marion.”
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Every morning, Gavin got up, fixed himself a mocha grande with sprinkles, and padded barefoot to his computer. He kept the computer in the second bedroom of his rent-controlled apartment. The bedroom was the size of a closet, but he didn’t need much. Besides, the apartment itself was big, considering that most places in Manhattan were the size of a shoe box, and he paid one quarter what the square footage was worth. He’d been here since he was a student, only then he’d had to share with three other people.

Now he had the place to himself—him and the cat—and he preferred it that way. He had his routines and his rituals, and he valued all of them. They got him to work by noon, and that was saying something for a man who had been self-employed most of his adult life.

He would set the mocha on the second shelf of the desk and log on, careful to check his firewalls and his virus protection first. Then he’d download his e-mail, with its insistent spam (BIG BREASTS—THIRTY DAYS!) and even more insistent business matters (Need the drawings for the Peterson account Friday. Have any prelims yet? Don’t want to be surprised.). Sometimes, he’d find a letter from his sister, filled with news about his niece (first grade and liking it), his nephew (coasting through the second grade), and her husband, who had the uncommon good sense to stay home to raise the baby.

Gavin would answer what he could, delete what he couldn’t, and then he’d go to his morning treat: Stella’s e-mail.

Stella, his almost-wife.

Stella, his now-ex-girlfriend.

Stella, who hated him almost as much as he hated her.

 

Stella’s e-mail was rich in metaphor, lacking in love. But Stella had never been rich in love. Stella preferred lust. Good, old-fashioned, I-want-you-baby-in-the-worst-way lust.

Not hers, naturally.

His.

And he rarely got a chance to use that lust—in a constructive manner at any rate. Or, at least that was what Stella had told the judge when she got the restraining order.

Gavin seems to think he owns me. He watches me all the time. I’m afraid of him, Judge.

Gavin clenched a fist and then made himself relax it slowly. She was such an actress. Such a bad actress. But the judge had fallen for it.

Men always fell for her.

Even that judge.

When Gavin looked at Stella’s e-mail, his memories of falling for her would come back. Stella had a wide variety of correspondents, most of them male, and most of them elderly pretending to be younger.

The slang always gave them away. They wrote, “Hey, baby,” or “You look like one cool chick.” They wrote in full sentences with capital letters and real punctuation instead of e-mail shorthand. It seemed strange to see someone type out “in my humble opinion” instead of using imho.

Gavin wondered if Stella was bright enough to catch these subtle clues, or if she thought all these men writing to her were young and handsome and interesting. Unlike him, as she had told him often enough.

“Yeah? So what am I?” he had asked, later realizing such a question had been the beginning of the end.

She had actually thought about the answer. Then thought about it some more, and then revisited it, like a hole in her tooth, something she couldn’t ignore.

First she’d said, “You’re okay in bed.”

Then she’d revised it. “You’re an artist.”

Finally she’d ended with, “And you’ve got money.”

The okay in bed had bothered him. He was fucking great in bed. Every woman except Stella had told him that. He saw to them first, and then he took care of himself. What more could a woman want? But Stella hadn’t been that enthusiastic about sex in the first place.

She loved teasing. She loved being the object of lust. But she hated the fluids, the time, the sheer physicality of sex.

He’d thought about e-mailing that to her admirers. Sure, her picture on her Web site was hot. He’d taken it after a moment of passion, and yeah—artist that he was—the stuff he’d Photoshopped out was barely noticeable. You thought you saw a nipple, an attractive nipple, unless you looked closely. Then you’d realize you saw the suggestion of a nipple, not a real nipple at all.

The real nipple was disappointing. Large and bulbous and clearly a tool for child feeding, not for male entertainment. It made her entire breast look like the end of a baby’s bottle instead of something a man wanted to wrap his hand around.

Whenever he took naked pictures of her—and he took a lot more than she realized—he always had to deal with the nipple problem. He’d become an expert at the nipple problem by the time he designed her Web site. She hadn’t even noticed how he’d tucked in her waist to make it look just a bit smaller, or brought the color from the blanket over her hips to hide what little hair she had just so they wouldn’t get in trouble with her Web-hosting service (which actually defined pornographic pictures as ones that showed everything, as opposed to artistic photos that did not).

Of course, all these idiots who e-mailed her read her blog and thought they knew her. Her blog was 90 percent fantasy and 10 percent reality, and that 10 percent only showed up when she was pissed off.

Any guy who was paying attention would know she was a real piece of work, a woman with a lot of issues and even more hang-ups, and one beaut of a temper.

But guys didn’t think of that when a woman described how she liked to spend her evenings alone, just her with Mr. Buzzer and a package of microwave popcorn. All the guys figured they could make her give up the buzzer.

He was here to tell them that they were wrong.

 

That’s what he’d initially thought he’d do, e-mail every Joe Asshole who e-mailed her, warning him away in creative and untraceable e-mails. Instead, Gavin got caught up in reading her made-up blog, comparing it to the e-mails she sent and received, and wondering if she really felt better about her life now that he wasn’t in it.

To his friends, he said he didn’t miss her. His work certainly didn’t suffer. He had his commissions, mostly for ad agencies and Web sites and magazines, and he had two gallery shows this year in Boston, which was the next best thing to New York.

Anyway, he wasn’t really without her. He had her cat—well, the cat she’d abandoned to him, even though she still used said cat’s name as her password—and sometimes, in the middle of the night, he could pretend that little ball of warmth against the middle of his back was Stella.

He had her words too, and not the ones she’d sent him in anger the day she left (he kept those e-mails as well, downloaded and backed up, just in case). He had her Sent mail, which he read religiously, and her unsent mail—her Drafts folder—which he only opened on Sunday.

He loved unsent. Drafts were written in anger, and Stella excelled at anger. Once he’d found a letter that verged on the pornographic, and he’d wondered if she’d meant it for him until he found the name Tom halfway down the page. In no way could Gavin be made into Tom, not even when you squinted and blurred the letters together.

There were five Toms in her e-mail list, but none of them had that particular e-mail address, an address she had never sent anything to before or since. Gavin could’ve traced it, he supposed, but he saw no need since she’d never sent the letter.

She might’ve fantasized about this Tom, but she never consummated the fantasy, and that was enough for Gavin.

 

Lately, though, her e-mail had become a little staid. Almost boring. At first, he attributed it to the fact that they’d been broken up for more than a year. She’d never been much of a rocket scientist. She hadn’t even graduated from college, preferring to pad her résumé so that the four years she spent at an elite school looked like a complete education.

Then, she stopped corresponding with most of her men. Her letters took on a terse note, as if she was too busy to be bothered to write anything.

At that point, Gavin realized that she hadn’t used the e-mail account for nearly three days. No Sent mail, no unsent Drafts. She hadn’t even responded to the real letters—the ones from family members whom he’d met once and hated—and that was unusual. In the past, she would let the men hang for days, letting them think maybe they’d screwed up by sending such a needy letter to a woman they’d never met, but she never, ever (not even when he’d begged) ignored her family.


That was the first sign that something was wrong. The second was subtler. A man whose handle was jondoe61 had disappeared from her regular e-mail. Gavin had to dig deep into her files to realize that Stella had actively blocked him.

It had to take something incredible to make Stella block anyone. She didn’t even block spammers most of the time. She had blocked Gavin, of course, but that had been on the advice of her attorney.

And Gavin had known how to get around it.

Blocking jondoe61 got Gavin’s curiosity up. What had it taken for Stella to decide this guy had to stay away from her, even if it was only in e-mail?

First Gavin checked the Junk file, but the Web-mail provider that Stella used actually had an efficient junk filter. The junk went into the Junk folder, then got permanently deleted after seven days.

Stella had blocked jondoe61 nearly sixteen days before. So Gavin couldn’t find what had provoked her, and he certainly couldn’t remember. All of her mail from men he didn’t know seemed vaguely pornographic to him. He blamed her for this: No one should be that explicit in her blogs without expecting some kind of nasty e-mail in return.

But Stella had never had an Off switch. She didn’t seem to realize that things she said, and, by extension, things she wrote had repercussions. She coveted the lust, although she did want it couched in romantic terms (“You’re so beautiful” instead of “I want to fuck your lovely ass”).

If men were savvy, they understood that she didn’t want honesty. She wanted poetry. But she also seemed to understand that you had to read a lot of raunchy e-mail to get to the pretty ones.

And she never blamed herself for the content. If men wrote her nasty letters, it was because men wrote nasty letters, not because she talked about sex toys and orgasms in her nightly online ramblings.

Gavin sighed, sipped his now cold mocha grande, and realized he’d wasted half a morning on Stella’s e-mail. She hadn’t logged on either—which would have chased him out of there in a heartbeat—and he’d lost track of the time.

If he wasn’t careful, he would lose the entire day. He couldn’t afford that.

Well, he could, but it wouldn’t be a good precedent to set for himself. A man who was self-employed had to have an asshole for a boss or he’d get nothing done.

At least, that was what Gavin told the cat. The cat, who had been licking her back leg when he spoke, showed her disagreement by sticking out her pink tongue and keeping her leg raised in a sort of feline finger gesture.

However, cats knew nothing about employment, the little freeloaders, so he decided to ignore her and get to work.

He had a commission to finish.

 

He actually forgot about Stella until the next morning. He made his mocha grande with extra sprinkles, padded barefoot to the computer, and logged on, thinking about his half-finished painting instead of the mystery of jondoe61. Only by habit did Gavin go to Stella’s e-mail—and discovered that she hadn’t written a thing all week.

He scanned through her Sent mail, wondering if she was on to him. Maybe she had realized he’d been reading everything, and as a result, she hadn’t saved copies of the Sent mail. But he diddled with the e-mail himself, sending mail to one of the spammers as a test, and the mail he sent in Stella’s name and with her account showed up in the Sent mail just like it was supposed to.

He deleted the test e-mail and remembered jondoe61.

Stella kept her answered mail. She was too lazy to delete a letter after she had responded. Gavin scrolled down through nearly a thousand messages, searching for jondoe61. When Gavin finally found an e-mail from jondoe61, he clicked on it then reset the e-mail program’s perimeters so that all of jondoe’s letters grouped together.

After reading six of them, he pushed aside the mocha grande, wondering if he could ever drink one again. He knew that both breakfast and lunch would be out of the question.

Gavin wouldn’t have blocked jondoe61. Gavin would have reported him to the e-mail provider and maybe to the police.

This man was sick, his letters so twisted and perverted that Gavin doubted he’d ever get the images out of his head. Jondoe61 described what he wanted to do to women and when Stella answered him—

“Babe, what were you thinking?” Gavin whispered, knowing she hadn’t been thinking at all, just answering her mail like she always did—

Jondoe61 told her that he hadn’t just contemplated these things, he had actually done them, and he could prove it to her. One little meeting and she’d never think about Mr. Buzzer again.

Gavin’s nauseous stomach clenched. Only great self-control and an unwillingness to believe that Stella was dumb enough to meet this creep kept him at the computer.

She had blocked the guy, Gavin reminded himself. She hadn’t met with him. She’d blocked him.

And that, in Stella’s mind, was worse than going to the police. Denying the man the comfort of her presence was the severest punishment she could conceive of. Gavin knew that too. He also knew the lengths she would go to punish a man, a man who only wanted a little time with her.

Really, was a little time too much to ask?

His fists were clenched again. He had to work at opening them. He took three deep breaths, like that court-appointed counselor had ordered him to do, and then he made himself concentrate.

He checked the Junk file. Five letters from jondoe61 mixed in with the Viagra offers and the Nigerian scam artists. Five letters, all of which grew progressively angrier as Stella refused to respond.

Five letters sent on the same day.

The day Stella had last accessed her e-mail.

Monday.

This was Thursday.

Thursday morning.

Gavin made himself breathe three times again. She had probably just changed her e-mail address. He would have to do a search and find the new one.

But changing her e-mail address wasn’t like Stella. She hadn’t changed her real address in more than a decade. She had kept the same telephone number her whole adult life, and had asked for a variation of it when she got her cell phone.

When Gavin’s lawyer had told her that moving with no forwarding address would solve all of her problems, Stella had looked at him as if he had just suggested she jump in front of a moving bus.

Gavin sprang out of his chair, startling the cat. She looked up at him with green, expressionless eyes. He told himself that he spent way too much time alone, that isolated people made up shit.

But he couldn’t
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