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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 most places in Manhattan were the size of a shoebox, 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.
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      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, she had said. 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, always lusted after her.

      Even that judge.

      When Gavin looked at Stella’s e-mail, his memories of that lust 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 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 website 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 website. 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 from her web hosting service (which actually defined pornographic pictures as ones that showed everything, as opposed to artistic photos which did not).

      Of course, all these idiots who e-mailed her read her blog and thought they knew her. Her blog was ninety percent fantasy and ten percent reality, and that ten 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, 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.
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        * * *

      

      That’s what he 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 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 websites 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 pornographic, and he wondered if she’d meant it for him until he’d 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.
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        * * *

      

      Lately, though, her e-mail had become a little staid. Almost boring. At first, he attributed it to the fact 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.

      Over the past two weeks, she stopped corresponding with most of her men. Her letters took on a terse note, as if she were too busy to be bothered to write anything.

      Then he 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 jondoe.

      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.
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        * * *

      

      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 1000 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
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