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Author’s Note


[image: image]


ALTHOUGH THOMAS AND Sam are purely fictional, it is a sad fact that internet and phone scams happen every day. In fact, in some third world countries, lying and stealing from unsuspecting marks has become a cottage industry. It also happens in the United States. The victims are not always lonely souls looking for love on the internet. Sometimes, they are a parent, a cousin, or grandfather who receives a phone call informing them that a loved one is trouble in another country. There is always a crisis. Always a desperate plea to “send money now.” Always the promise of being paid back. And aside from losing hundreds—even thousands—of dollars, the victims often feel like fools.

Sam got her happy ending, because I had the power to give it to her. Most victims are not that lucky. This is a work of fiction, and meant to be humorous, yet it is a serious subject, and I hope that aside from providing entertainment for my readers, it serves as a cautionary tale. 

People do find love on the internet...but remember that love does not come with a price tag. Be aware that scammers are out there, and educate yourself before you leap. There is a lot of information available on this subject. Know the red flags, and trust your instincts.

S. K. McClafferty
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THOMAS TANNER SAT WITH an ear glued to the phone, a Styrofoam cup of cooling black coffee in his left hand, a plain Bic pen in his right. It was barely ten A.M. and he’d already been to one burglary and a domestic dispute, taken a dozen complaints, and one irate call from his mother. “Look, Ma. Just put the can outside early in the morning of the pickup. If you put it out the night before, the raccoons will find a way to get into it. They’re raccoons, for Christ’s sake. They can’t resist a free lunch.”

She blasted another volley into his ear. How dare his old man abandon her. She hated living alone. She missed having a man around to do little things for her, like taking out the garbage, and snaking the kitchen drain.

Thomas bit his cheek till it bled to keep from reminding her that his dad hadn’t abandoned her. He’d died, and Thomas missed him, too. “Look, Ma. There’s no one to say you have to live alone. Why don’t you find someone?”

“And how am I supposed to do that?” she bleated into his ear. He felt it reverberate off his ear drum and jammed the receiver to his chest while he quietly swore. “Thomas? Did you just curse at me?”

“What? No! I spilled my coffee. You know I’d never swear at you. You’re my mother. Get your friend, Lydia to help you. Volunteer at the church, go to a singles’ brunch, but local guys only, Ma. No one from out of state. You hear me? And I check ‘em out before you accept so much as a compliment.”

“Hunt for a man? Oh, God!”

“It’s the modern age, Ma. You gotta get with it. But you also have to be really careful. There are a lot of psychos out there.” He sipped his coffee. It was stone cold. “Listen, Ma. I gotta go. Something’s just come up. Yes, I’ll be careful. Love you, too. Bye, now.”

Duty officer Ronni Martinez rapped on his desk to get his attention. “Cruise pics are back. Got some nice shots, there, lover boy. You’re glowing in a few of them. Might want to use some sunscreen next time. I sure don’t get why you Swedes dig the beach—all that sunburn. Next time you might want to find a nice cave somewhere. We wouldn’t want you to freckle.”

“I don’t freckle. And I don’t peel. And if I wanted to live in a cave, I’d go back to Sweden. I spent five years there, and I still get cold when I think about it. That’s why I love the beach. It’s sunny and bright. It recharges my battery. It’s solar, you know.” He tossed his cold coffee and got a refill. “So, drop the prints on my desk, and let me get back to work.”

“Not that easy, man,” Martinez said. “You gotta get your own prints, but they’re up on Jones’s Facebook page if you want to check ‘em out.”

“Jones put my face up on the net?” Thomas said. “Is he nuts? You know how I feel about that sort of thing.”

“Hey, we’ve gone green. What can I say? Besides, everybody does it these days. It’s safe enough.”

“Nothing is safe on the web, Martinez. Christ, will you pay attention?”

“So, go bitch at him. It’s nothing to me.” She sauntered off to harass someone else. 

Thomas steamed. He’d worked the internet task force for five years, and had been so burned out with it that he’d requested a transfer. Currently, he was filling in for Judy Fuentes, who was off on maternity leave. He manned her desk, and went out on a few calls, but at least he was dealing with straightforward thieves and murderers, not sneaky, underhanded assholes whose entire lives were lived in the dim recesses of somebody’s basement, their purpose in life stealing some unsuspecting stranger’s life savings. The number of scams running on the net at any given moment was incalculable, and no one was to be trusted. No site was truly safe. The thought of his face being anywhere out there in cyberspace, was more terrifying than a pending zombie apocalypse.

Shoving the last quarter of a glazed doughnut into his mouth, he dialed Jones’s extension, and told him to take them down... only not nearly fast enough.
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SAMANTHA SAVAGE WAS one of the most infamous residents of Jenna’s Cove, Maine. She’d lived in the quaint New England village for the past six years, but had managed to remain something of a mystery to ninety-nine percent of the residents, mostly because normal folk, who did not spend their days writing romance novels had somehow gotten it into their heads that she was glamorous, and therefore unapproachable.

It was a silly notion. The unapproachability, at least. And most especially, the glamour.

The card table where she sat was gaily decorated with bright crepe paper and helium balloons attached to the two outside corners. She’d pinned up her long dark hair into a messy topknot, and was wearing a pair of gray dress slacks and a classically tailored white silk blouse. She was smiling. In fact, she’d smiled so much in the past two hours and forty-five minutes that her face hurt. 

And none of it seemed to make a difference. 

Her paperback novels were stacked neatly to one side, with a row clearly displayed in front. Professional. Eye-catching.

But the pedestrians strolling by barely made eye-contact.

The door was open behind her, and Sherry Krauss, the proprietor of Book Nook, Ink hurried out the door and laid a hand on Sam’s shoulder. “How’s it going, girlfriend?”

“Great. Just great,” Sam reassured her, tight-lipped and smiling. “It’s one of the busiest times of the year in Jenna’s Cove, and I haven’t sold a single copy. Not one.”

“Well, don’t worry, Hon. I’ll hand-sell them all within twenty minutes once they’re autographed.”

“Once I’m gone, you mean. My God, Sherry. What’s wrong with me? Do I look like I’m going to bite someone’s head off if they say hello?”

“Of course, not. You scare them, that’s all. They ask me about you all the time. Why, just last week, Mrs. Nettler was in here, raving about your latest release. She said she couldn’t put it down—”

Sam’s jaw dropped. “What? I ran into her in Fuller’s drugstore, and she barely grunted a hello!” Sam pinched the bridge of her nose, and fought off the urge to jump up and run. She had fifteen more minutes, and Sherry was one of her dearest friends. 

“Uh-oh,” Sherry said. “Don’t look now, but here comes a live one.”

Sam glanced up, and sure enough, a young woman with a boy of about four in tow was coming straight toward her. Sam forced a smile. “Hi, I’m Samantha Savage, a local author. Are you enjoying the festivities?”

“Can I have a balloon?” the freckle-faced boy asked.

“Billy! No, you can’t have a balloon!” his mother said. “Now, go over there and look at the books, while Mommy talks to the nice author.”

“He’s a cute little guy,” Sam said. “Is he your only child?”

“No. Actually, he’s the oldest. I have two more at home. I was wondering if we could chat for a moment or two? You see, I’ve written this book in my spare time, and I’m certain it’s a bestseller, but I’m having some trouble finding an agent high-powered enough to handle a hot property like me. I was wondering if you would mind taking a look at it, and recommending my work to someone?” 

Before Sam could say anything, she whipped a dog-eared ream of paper out of her oversized bag and thrust it under Sam’s nose. “I’ll need it back, though. It’s my only copy.”

Billy chose that moment to scale the stacks in pursuit of a comic book, and everything started to topple. It all came crashing down, the wooden stacks, the books, and Billy. Luckily, his mother caught him before he hit the ground. Grabbing the boy by the wrist she hurried off, leaving Sam with the coffee-stained masterpiece held together by crisscrossing rubber bands. Sighing, she glanced at her watch. It was three o’clock. 

Thank heavens. Time to go. She signed every copy of The Norseman’s Conquest—all twenty-five of them, and stood up.

“Not so fast,” Sherry said, approaching with a small wicker basket in hand. “Don’t forget your thank you gift.”

“Oh, Sherry! You didn’t have to do that,” Sam said. “It wasn’t exactly a successful venture for either of us.”

“It’s no big deal. We’ll make it up. Besides, you deserve something nice for letting us torture you for three whole hours. I know how you hate these things. And just so you know, the bath salts and incense are from us—the envelope was Jilly’s idea. She’s so happy these days. She said she wanted to spread the love. You’ll have to let me know what’s in there. She wouldn’t tell me. Said it was a surprise.”

Sam frowned at the envelope. Jilly had scrawled something on the back, but her handwriting was so bad that it took Sam almost a minute to decipher it. 

I know you hate this sort of thing, but they guarantee Happily Ever After!

You give so much to the world—it’s time to grab a little joy of your own. Love, Jilly

“Oh, my God!” Sherry said. “She bought you a membership to Love-Match.com!” She actually giggled. “You go, girlfriend!”

Sam stuffed it back in the envelope and tucked it down inside the basket, under the bath salts. “Yes, and I don’t know what she was thinking. Internet dating? It’s like a meat market, and I am not participating in something that—tacky.”

“Aw, c’mon, Sammy. It may be a little tacky, but it’s also the way to go these days. Cyber-dating sure beats sitting around on Saturday nights waiting for the phone to ring.”

“My Saturdays are anything but empty,” Sam insisted.

“There’s more to life than work,” Sherry said with a wink. “You, of all people, should recognize that.”

Sam clamped her jaws together to keep from saying she’d been there, done that. There was a great deal of her personal life that she’d left behind when she’d moved to Jenna’s Cove—some of it that she refused to think about, let alone share—even with her best girl friends. She, more than anyone, understood that the only safe romantic relationships were the ones she invented. 

She didn’t expect Sherry to understand. She was happily married to a really great guy. She and Spike had been high school sweethearts, and had just celebrated their fifteenth wedding anniversary. And then, there was Jilly, who’d found the man of her dreams in her Gran’s backyard. Devlin Muir was a real keeper, even if Jilly did have to resort to magic to wrest him from the clutches of the over-sexed ghost of his great-grandfather’s mistress. It was a really weird story that nonetheless had a very happy ending. The couple was currently sharing living space inside the Foxley Mansion, and planning to hand fast that very autumn.

Sam had to admit, there were times when she looked at Jilly and Devlin and wished—but just as quickly, she turned the thought aside. She wasn’t Jilly, and her romantic slate was far from clean. 

She stood up and stacked the paperback books in three neat piles. Then, she took the basket and her bag, and gave Sherry a one-armed hug. “Thanks again, hon. I’ll talk to you soon.”

Sherry frowned. “I thought you were coming to the kick-off of the Harbor Heritage Festival this evening?”

“Actually, I’m a little burned, and I just want to relax. I might have a glass of Chablis and watch the stars come out, then turn in early.”

Sherry wasn’t pleased with that answer, and she didn’t try to hide it. “Sammy, don’t you think you’re taking this hermit-slash-writer thing a little too seriously? Honey, I love your books, but you need to live in the real world, too.”

“I’ve been in the real world,” Sam muttered. “I didn’t like it much.” Then, more clearly, “Listen, I really need to get going. I have some editing to do before I can relax.”

She air-kissed Sherry’s cheek, and waved to Ursula, the tall blonde at the cash register. Ursula, who had a face like a dull hatchet and the shoulders of a linebacker, had her nose buried in a Stephen King novel.

Then, Sam was out the door, and headed to her Volkswagen Beetle parked at the curb. She put the basket and her handbag on the passenger seat, buckled her seat belt, and turned the key in the ignition for the short drive home.

To Sam, it really was a case of home being her castle. On the outside, the cottage was unassuming—some might even call it quaint. She kept immaculate flower gardens that bordered her weathered gray picket fence, snowy ruffled Pricilla curtains at her windows, the perfect foil for her welcome lights. Pookie, her Pomeranian, was always well-groomed with a pink bow in the fur atop his small, sweet head. Every tree and bush was properly cared for, every blade of grass exactly the right length to create a carpet of lush green. It all worked together to create the illusion of order, a picture as flawless as a setting Samantha Savage the romance writer had created...and indeed, she had done exactly that. She’d erected a false façade, created an illusion that very few people in Jenna’s Cove had the opportunity to look behind.

Sam got out of her little red Beetle and, juggling gift basket, handbag, and two plastic grocery bags from the farmer’s market on Gimp Hollow Road, made her way unerringly through the gate to her front door. As she inserted the key in the lock, Pookie was already barking a red alert. A moment later, he was dancing on hind legs and begging to be lavished with pets and little-dog hugs. 

Sam put down her burdens as she always did, and picked up the pooch, turning to immediately latch her storm door. It was a bright summer day with beautiful cobalt skies, and high, thin Cirrus clouds. A part of her didn’t want to close the world out just yet. But it would occur long before darkness fell.

Despite what she’d told Sherry, she wouldn’t be drinking Chablis on an exposed patio, watching the stars emerge from concealment as twilight descended. Instead, she would close her steel doors, turn the locks, and throw both dead bolts. Then, came the ritual of closing the drapes so that no one could see in, and she could not see out. It was the only way she felt safe. 

Wrapped in the cocoon of her four walls and shuttered windows, she could finally relax. She snuggled Pookie for a couple of minutes, kissed the top of his head, and put him out the back door inside the eight-foot chain link fence with its keyless locked gate. The fence was rigged with a security alarm, just in case anyone or anything got too close. 

During daylight hours, Sam left the sliding glass door open so the dog could come and go as he pleased. Most of the time, Pookie would lie just inside the door, close enough to keep an eye on Sam at all times, and to scent the fresh air and the activities of Sampson the pine squirrel that often took place outside the fence. It was the best of both worlds and, like the dog, Sam enjoyed the security of being on the inside facing out.

With the book signing behind her, she could kick off her shoes and let down her guard. The silk blouse went into the laundry bag reserved for her dry cleaning, along with her slacks. Squat-heeled pumps on the shoe rack, and knee-highs into the trash, she stepped into a pair of faded jeans and a tight Lycra tank and headed for the fridge for a Diet Pepsi and a tall glass of crushed ice.

Then, she booted up the laptop and sat at the kitchen table near the dog and the sliding glass door. Email first, but nothing of interest, so she checked her stats at Amazon. Sales were okay, but not fantastic, and she wondered—not for the first time—if her publisher would give her another contract? The possibility that they would decline to renew their association with her was too depressing to contemplate for long, so she scanned the headlines on her home page and posted a message to her Facebook fan-page, just in case someone was out there lurking. Then, her allotted time for procrastination over, she loaded the manuscript file into the laptop and settled down to work.

An hour and a half later, Sam left the keyboard to grab a sandwich and a second Diet Pepsi. As she closed the slider and slipped the safety bar into place, the whistle of a bottle rocket caught her attention. She walked to the front windows and watched the sky light up in the distance. Someone was setting off fireworks. And farther to the north, in Jenna’s Cove the wharf and the street in front of Mad-Hatter’s Attic, Jilly Fairfield’s art supply store, and Sherry’s bookstore, the town’s citizens would be shoulder to shoulder with tourists. Lovers, old and new would walk on the quay, hand in hand as the nightly band played. And the aroma of roasting hot dogs and barbecued chicken would fill the air. 

For one brief instant, Sam allowed herself to bow under the weight of life’s irony. How weird was it that she, Jenna’s Cove’s most romantically-minded citizen, had no love of her own. The pain she felt at the acknowledgement was sharp and bittersweet. 

Some people were lucky in love.

And others were prone to disaster. 

She happened to fall into the second category. The scars from her five-year marriage were so extensive that she was reluctant to even make eye contact with a man these days. It was better to be alone, than to be fearful, she thought, ignoring the sad truth that at the moment she was both.

Sam watched the last of the light fade from her living room window, closed the drapes, then, with the pink glow gone from the sky, she went back to the kitchen table to close the laptop, and at that instant, her messaging program popped up. Jilly’s avatar blinked at her. “Hey, there,” Jilly wrote. “Sorry I missed the signing. You were gone before I got there.”

“No problem,” Sam typed back. “I needed to get home. Work to do.”

“That bad, huh?”

Sam shrugged. “Typical.”

“Sorry to hear that. Well...did you sign up yet?” Jilly wanted to know.

Sam stared at the screen and tried to come up with a polite way of saying that she hadn’t, nor did she intend to. “Not yet, but it was a very—thoughtful—gift. Thank you.”

“C’mon, Sammy. Consider it window-shopping. No one said you have to buy anything. Just look at all the pretty men on display. And who knows? Maybe someone will catch your eye!” Then, when Sam said nothing, “Please promise me you’ll just go on and fill out the profile, and have a look.”

“All right. I’ll look,” she typed. “But I won’t enjoy it,” she muttered. She signed off and closed the laptop. A half-hour later, she stepped out of the shower, toweled herself off, and put on her boxer shorts and a cotton camisole top. Catching sight of herself in the mirror, she shook her head. She had a nice nightie, but what was the sense in wearing it when no one could see her? She put Pookie out the back door for his last call pee-break, then, when he came back inside, picked him up. “Ready for bed, my man?” The dog sneezed. “Yeah, me, too. It’s been a bitch of a day.”

Three-thirty-five A.M. and Pookie was fast asleep in the middle of the Queen-sized bed. Sam, unfortunately, was wide awake. She’d been up several times since two. She’d gotten a glass of milk, but instead of lulling her back into a drowsy state, all it produced was several trips to the bathroom. After punching her pillow a few dozen times and rolling this way and that, Sam finally admitted defeat, retrieved the laptop and logged on. An offline message from Jilly popped up immediately. “Sammy, you promised!” it said.

“I wonder if she nags Devlin like this,” Sam muttered to no one in particular.

Pookie growled in his sleep.

“I suppose I might as well get this over with.” With a sigh, Sam googled Love-Match.com and entered the data for the gift certificate. The questions were endless, the process tedious, but by four-fifteen she’d filled out the profile, and with the knowledge that she could at least tell Jilly that she’d registered at the website, she was finally able to sleep.
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SAM’S MORNING ROUTINE was simple and regimented. Pookie was an early riser, and had scouted the backyard and sniffed every leaf and blade of grass, and watered every bush by the time Sam brushed her teeth. While Sam rinsed, Pookie danced and waved his front paws to remind her it was time for his wake-up treat. After a brief snuggle and a kiss on his short little snout, he settled in for his first nap of the day while Sam headed to the treadmill. A thirty-minute jog and she showered and brewed her morning coffee which she sipped while reading her email and writing a few replies.

She finished the fan mail and personal notes first, then, glanced through the lower priority junk mail, and there was a message from Love-Match.com. Sam’s index finger hovered over the delete key, but in the end, curiosity won out over common sense, so she opened it.

Welcome to Love-Match.com, and Congratulations! You’ve received thirteen sly glances, and one formal bow. 

“Oh, you have got to be kidding!” Sam said with a laugh. She’d put no energy at all in composing her profile since she was not looking for a male anything, and she’d posted a picture taken at last year’s class reunion of her wearing a dowdy-looking dress and a very messy hair style. “What self-respecting man would send a sly glance to that?” she said with a snort, then just as quickly, “Self-respecting is the key word. Isn’t that right, baby doll?”

She edged closer to delete. But, hesitated. Jilly was going to grill her on whether or not she’d window-shopped her way through the eligible males lurking in cyber space, hoping for a date—or something.

What did men want, really? Once upon a time, she’d been convinced that she’d had all the answers, but that was a lifetime ago. It had taken her two years to figure out that she knew nothing at all, two more to realize she couldn’t fix him, and another twelve months and three days to escape. The last six years—since her arrival in Jenna’s Cove—had been all about pulling herself and her life back together again, and she still wasn’t there yet.

Maybe, she never would be.

Maybe, she’d always be one of the walking wounded. Far too damaged to look at a man, let alone to want to try to maintain a relationship. 

And she didn’t. Want a relationship, that is. She was comfortable on her own. She didn’t need a man to make her happy...and she kept that thought foremost in her mind as she opened the email and started to scan those thirteen profiles. 

Three widowers who mourned their losses, and were looking for marriage. She deleted those right away.

Marriage was a trap. A prison sentence. Easy to fall into and hell to get out of again. She would never, ever get married again. Period!

Her stance was unshakable, and because she knew exactly what she didn’t want, there was no harm in sorting through the rest of her love-matches. Nine of the ten were unappealing. Some were too short, some too tall, and one had hair to his butt cheeks. He also appeared to be wearing eye-liner. Number ten was someone she knew. Bill Raddinger from Church Street. He was kind of cute, in a married-and-still-a-dawg kind of way. 

Sam deleted them all, which left only one...the man who’d sent her the courtly bow. It was such an Old-World thing to do, antiquated, and maybe a little charming. She clicked on his profile and found that he was from Sweden, but he’d been living in the States for two decades. He had a twelve-year-old daughter living in Texas, and he said he had found her profile captivating. 

“Hi. I am Thomas Tanner. I am originally from Sweden, but live here in the states twenty years, now. I have been unlucky in love, but as a true romantic, I thought to give it one more try, and see if true love is possible. I hope you write me back.”

Sam glanced at the photos. Thomas Tanner was big and blonde, and he didn’t look his age. Though there was a hard set to his lantern jaw and a world weariness about his green eyes that made her do a double-take, then look again just to be sure she wasn’t mistaken about that. 

“No,” she said to Pookie, “there’s definitely something up with that. I mean, look, there are deck chairs behind him. He’s on a cruise ship, for God’s sake, and he isn’t even cracking a smile.”

Sam looked deeply into those eyes. Eyes that were unnaturally green against a seriously sunburned, raw-boned, Swedish face. “This man shouldn’t go near a window without an SPF 50.”

Sam started to exit the mail program, then, went back to the email one last time. She didn’t want any kind of relationship, she told herself that, but she could use a contact who knew Sweden intimately. It sounded convincing as she hit reply.

“Dear Mr. Tanner. Thank you for writing to me. I am not open to meeting men on the internet, nor am I looking for love, true or otherwise. I do find it quite interesting, though, that you are from Sweden. I have never been there, but I understand it is quite lovely. You look like a nice man, but you really should consider investing in some sunscreen. I wish you luck in finding true love.” 

She signed it “Samantha,” and closed the lid on the computer.

A half-hour later, Pookie had had a nice walk along the wharf in Jenna’s Cove, and was napping in Sam’s oversized bag, while Sam had coffee with Jilly, and Sherry at Café Noir downtown. 

Sam had ordered French breakfast puffs, generously
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