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Part One 


Chapter One – The Contract

Miko was behind the Packard’s monstrous steering wheel, sitting on a dictionary to see over the dash and finessing the old gearshift with reckless grace. Sophie would have preferred driving herself, but today she conceded that pleasure to indulge Miko. They both loved the car’s powerful gentility. Its back seat was large enough to double as a boudoir, sufficient, in fact, to accommodate a threesome—a truth they had personally verified. 

Miko slipped into a parking slot beside a SUV that was dwarfed by the Packard. When she stilled the throbbing engine, Sophie looked up from her reading and saw Alan Kent’s office for the first time. She was not impressed.

It was part of an office mall, small and anonymous, located in the upscale end of an industrial park. Sophie thought wearily that steel pole buildings might be someday remembered as the dominant architectural style of the Twenty First Century, a sort of “Toolshed Post-Moderne” Alan’s office was one of three. His neighbors were a chiropractor and something called Alternative Estates. At this hour, most of the wage slaves had gone home for the day. The parking lot was empty except for Alan’s SUV and the Packard.

Miko took off her chauffeur’s cap, smoothing back the black mane that tumbled free as she balanced the cap on the dash beside her driving gloves. Sophie packed up the dossier she had been studying and slid the briefcase across the seat toward Miko. Anyone who saw them emerge from the car might have thought that Sophie was a mid- level manager in a business where creativity and flair counted over experience- cosmetics perhaps, or advertising. Her leather blazer and skirt were conservatively cut. Her boot heels were high, but not too high. Her ash blonde hair was tied back impatiently. The diminutive Eurasian beside her might have been mistaken for Sophie’s personal assistant, an illusion Miko encouraged by carrying the briefcase and walking a half step behind her. In reality, they were partners in all ways.  

Alan met them at the door, ushering them past the empty reception area and into his office without a word of greeting.  He had sent the receptionist home early. He locked the door and drew the blinds, precautions that made Sophie smile. No one had any reason to care what business they did here, unless Alan’s paranoid behavior attracted attention. He was a big man with an amiable face, spoiled now by an uncharacteristic anxiety. 

“Can I get you anything?” he asked.

Sophie shook her head, answering for both women, waiting for him to stop fidgeting. He raised his hand as though to shake, then hesitated, wondering perhaps if a meeting of this kind should even follow the usual rules of business transactions. Sophie rescued him by taking his hand in her own strong grip and pumping it briefly. “This is my associate, Miss Macarthy.”

When he glanced at Miko, Sophie could see a nervous grin tugging at the corners of his mouth as the absurdity of her surname struck him. Miko merely bowed inscrutably. Sophie almost expected her to click her heels, but that would have been overacting.

“You understand that this is difficult for me,” he said, sitting behind his desk at last, but immediately seizing a letter opener and twirling it as he spoke.

“This interview, or your decision?” she asked ironically, studying him.

This was their second meeting. The first had been in the murky backroom of a downtown bar. He had chosen the location after paying an obscene amount of money to an informant for Sophie’s name and number. She hadn’t spoiled his whole cloak and dagger fantasy by explaining that her name could have been more cheaply purchased, and a walk on the beach together would have provided greater privacy and better ambiance. He had spoken indirectly, with furtive glances at the beer cases beside them. Eventually she had deduced that he wanted to hire her services, and that the client was his wife. Sophie had done a background check on him before agreeing to meet him, and knew that he could afford the fee she demanded. The fact that he agreed to it without haggling only underscored his desperation.

“Both,” he admitted ruefully. “I prefer to avoid extremes, and I would take any other decision that showed promise.”

“There is divorce,” Sophie suggested helpfully.

He shook his head. “I think that it would destroy her. In spite of our difficulties, I believe that she still loves me. She is a very dependent woman. Thrusting her out into the world on her own would be like abandoning a dog. I don’t want to see her suffer.”

“You seem to have forgotten that my solution is hardly painless.” Sophie knew that she was being tactless, but she wasn’t about to let him slip into a comfortable state of denial. It would be too easy for him to blame everything on her if things turned out badly.

He opened the bottom desk drawer and set a bottle of scotch on the desktop. “I think I could use a drink about now. Would you care to join me?”

Sophie shrugged. “Make it three.” She noticed that the seal on the bottle was unbroken. He hadn’t touched it while he wrestled with his decision. That was a mark in his favor.

While he rummaged through his desk drawers for glasses, settling at last on coffee cups, he apologized. “Most of our business is done online. We don’t spend much on appearances or amenities. Customers never see us. Suppliers just need an address. I’m afraid my office bar leaves something to be desired.”

He was stalling, Sophie knew, avoiding thoughts he would rather not entertain. She toasted him with her cup. “To final solutions.”

He shuddered. “I suppose you think that I’m being cold blooded about this. I know that I carry most of the blame for the failure of our marriage. She wanted things I couldn’t give her. She gave me plenty of signals, but I chose to ignore them. In the end, her compulsion drove her to perform desperate and foolish acts. I will never forget what I discovered that night when I opened our bedroom door. I should have acted then. I know that now. But this wasn’t a business decision. Those are easy to take, when nothing is at risk except money. Emotions were involved this time. I did nothing, and that only made matters worse.”

“So now you don’t speak to each other at all?” asked Sophie.

He snorted ruefully and tossed back half his drink. “I wouldn’t say that. This morning I asked her to pass the sugar, and only yesterday she remarked that the weatherman promised rain. We live in a state of armed truce. It’s an intolerable situation that has to end.”

The drink gave him the reckless courage he needed, or an excuse for it. With sudden decisiveness, he snatched the bottle off the desk and put it away, producing an envelope from the drawer and holding it out toward Sophie.

She didn’t move. “You understand that there will be no chance for you to change your mind if I accept that money. The contract is irrevocable.” 

He nodded his understanding. “Is there something you want me to sign?”

She laughed. “Do you expect to take me to small claims court if I fail you? Our word is our bond here. I have my own ways of enforcing my end of the contract. Have you made all of the preparations?”

“I did everything you asked me to.”

It was Miko who took the envelope and opened it. She used the briefcase on her lap as a counting table, slapping down the bills with practiced efficiency.

“I’m sure that it is all there.” Alan sounded a bit offended at their apparent lack of trust.

Miko finished her count and nodded to Sophie as she opened the briefcase.

“I don’t want any misunderstandings between us,” said Sophie.

Miko dropped the envelope into the briefcase on top of Keri Kent’s dossier.   

Sophie stood and took Alan’s hand in her strong grip. “She will be alone tomorrow?”

“So far as I know.” Alan wasn’t looking at her.

“At home- all day?”

“I’ll make sure.” Alan promised.

“See that you do,” said Sophie. “Then go to work and try not to pace too much. Don’t call home or screw the whole thing up by having second thoughts. When you hire a professional, you don’t hang around and try to tell her how to do the job.”

“I understand.”

Sophie stood appraising him for a moment, seeing that there was more substance to this man than she might have first expected. He might wrestle with hard choices, but he wouldn’t waste energy on worry or regret. She nodded to Miko and they left silently. 

Sophie dropped into the cavernous back seat as Miko settled behind the wheel. “Take the back roads home,” Sophie sighed, digging her fixings out of her inside pocket. “I really need a smoke.”

“Aw right!” breathed Miko eagerly in a throaty whisper. She did a little bump and grind on her Funk and Wagnall’s booster seat and set her cap at a jaunty angle. She knew those roads, and where they led. They would roll for miles in silence while Sophie dreamed and sweet incense filled the car. Within the hour Miko would park by the old willow growing along the river, shut off the engine, carefully remove her driving gloves, and swarm over the front seat snarling.

Sophie would just grin and catch her by the wrists. Wordlessly, they would join in erotic combat, stripping each other with savage haste, writhing into hammerlocks and leg scissors, all teeth and thrusting fingers, and serpentine, sweating frenzy.

What the hell, Sophie always said, all that oil was good for the leather upholstery anyway.


Chapter Two – In Shreds

Keri knew that Alan’s love for her had died. Worse than that, it had not died of neglect or boredom. She had murdered it.

True, the honeymoon period had been unexpectedly brief. After only weeks of marriage he had thrown himself back into his work with an enthusiasm he had never displayed in the bedroom. All of her attempts to rekindle the flame had died for lack of fuel. An objective assessment of her charms, (corroborated by friends close enough to be truthful) had led Keri to the sad conclusion that Alan simply had little interest in sex. He loved to surprise her with gifts when she least expected them. He wasn’t stingy with affectionate displays or endearing words, and all of her other needs were met; yet somehow the demon that drives most men seemed to have been exorcised from Alan’s loins.

Or was it her own feigned responses that had done it? She had met his occasional displays of interest with all the enthusiasm she could muster, submitting eagerly to his cues and giving more of herself than he asked. He had been a gentle and considerate lover, though not inventive. Yet she knew that he was aware of a coolness in her passion, a sense of failure and despair even as she convulsed with orgasm under him.

He had handled the situation the way that workaholics usually do, evading his personal problems by immersing himself in the part of his life that still brought satisfaction and focusing on puzzles that were at least soluble. He had always been a conservative sort, concerned with financial security more than emotional harmony. He wasn’t stingy, but he lived more modestly than he needed to. If he sometimes failed to express his emotions, it wasn’t because he was unfeeling. It was because he lacked the words.

For a time, she had suspected infidelity. One night, when he was working late again, she manufactured an excuse to drop in at the office unannounced. She found him working earnestly, attended by an assistant old enough to be her mother, and didn’t know whether to be disappointed or relieved.  

She had considered taking a job for a while, not because they needed the money. She thought of doing charity work or becoming politically active, but the matrons who seek such refuge often grow bitter and become a nuisance. She couldn’t imagine being one of them. 

A dark need gnawed her soul. She had hoped that marriage would end it. For a time, she had even convinced herself that it had, but in the nights it returned to taunt her. She began to leave deliberate clues where Alan would find them, hoping that discovery might prompt a frank discussion of her lack. Alan was so good at taking care of difficulties at work; perhaps he could help her through this emotional crisis. Even if a cure proved impossible, he might at least offer understanding and empathy.

He was oblivious to her hints, or chose to be. Eventually, frustration and emptiness drove her to commit disgraceful and deceptive acts. She constantly relived the moment when Alan came into the bedroom and discovered her, the look of pain on his face, his swift retreat, and the silence that followed.

The silence continued still. They spoke only of trivialities now, in funereal tones. He was polite and she was anxious, fearing that bottled emotion might lead to some sort of explosion. She knew that Alan was not a man to evade a problem or ignore a defect. It wasn’t like him to pretend that nothing had ever happened. Yet, faced with this threat to their marriage, Alan apparently chose to retreat. He would read himself to sleep every night, while she turned away so that he would not see her weeping silently.

Even in her despair, watered by tears and nurtured by newfound loneliness, the dark need grew. Shame could not stunt it.

Alan kept a small woodshop in the basement. His friends always kidded him about it, because he seldom entered the room. He had once confessed that he didn’t even know how to operate some of his power tools. After “that night”, however, he began to spend a great deal of time there. Half of the basement had been partitioned off years ago, but Alan installed a steel door into the wall and fitted it with a deadbolt lock. He insulated the wall to deaden sound. Even the roar of his power saws was reduced to a distant whine. It wasn’t noise that kept Keri awake when he worked late. When she asked timidly if she might see some of his work, he only muttered awkwardly that he had produced nothing worth putting on display. She let him change the subject.

When curiosity drove her to look in the basement, she found the door locked. During the weeks that followed, packages arrived. He took them unopened to the basement and said nothing about them. She began to feel like Bluebeard’s wife, and chided herself for her jealousy and suspicion.

Obviously, the fact that he was hiding away a part of his life that was significant to him was just another symptom of the gulf that she had opened between them.

She battled depression, becoming compulsive about house cleaning at the same time that she neglected her personal grooming. She seldom left the house anymore and Alan often came home to find her wearing the same ratty bathrobe she had thrown on in the morning. He must have noticed, but he only remarked that she really ought to buy a new robe. “That thing is in shreds,” he said. In shreds, she thought, like her life.

Such was the state of her mind on the morning of her twenty-fifth birthday.

She woke that day feeling out of sorts, not sick, but filled with the physical symptoms self absorption causes. She showered automatically and started to dress. Why bother? she thought. The old robe was her sartorial selection for another day.

Alan was uncharacteristically cheerful and full of small talk at breakfast, but it was the sort of false heartiness one brings to a hospital and offers to a terminal patient. Keri tried to respond in kind. She didn’t want to seem sulky, and it wasn’t fair to punish Alan for her sin. Conversations came a little easier lately, now that they had an unspoken agreement not to talk about “that night.”

“Are you going out today?” he asked, with what she thought was too much casualness.

“No,” she said guardedly. “I’ll probably stay home and try to clean up this dump.” She encompassed the spotless house with a languid wave of her arm. She was waiting for a lecture, a warning that hiding in the house wasn’t good for her. Any day now he might recommend counseling.

No, that would mean talking about “that night.” It would be easier for both of them to stand apart while she sank into the quicksand. There was no point in going down together.

He ignored her defensive tone, nodded at her answer, and returned to his barrage of chatter. Keri decided that he was trying to distract her. Maybe he was having an affair after all. Maybe he had simply given up on her.

When he suddenly made a show of looking at his watch and grabbing his briefcase, she was startled by his haste. At the door, he turned and looked at her for a long moment. She had followed him to the door, sensing that he was more than usually uneasy. He planted a shy peck on her cheek. “It will all be better soon.” He promised. She almost laughed. It was the sort of vague reassurance one might offer to a frightened child. Adults knew better. Some things will never be better, ever. Yet, there was something strange in his eyes. It wasn’t the forgiveness she had been praying for. It almost seemed that he was in need of absolution too.  

At least she understood his haste. Depressed people are depressing to be around, and he didn’t want to stay home a minute longer than he had to; yet he felt obliged to show concern. Maybe at some level, he really was worried about her. What did he think? Did he expect her to swallow the contents of the medicine chest as soon as he was gone? 

“I’ll be fine,” she said cheerfully. “Don’t be late. I’ll fix something special.”

Even that hint was not enough. He stared at her a moment longer, distracted with a vague anxiety, then wheeled suddenly and was out the door. When his car was out of sight, Keri sat with her chin in her hand, staring at the breakfast dishes and listening to the refrigerator. “Happy Birthday, Keri,” she said to the room.

She felt a sudden need to talk to someone, anyone, but her few friends had grown distant as her depression progressed. Alan had moved her from the pleasant sub- division where she had been raised to this country estate. It was beautiful, secure, and unendurably lonely. Her nearest neighbors lived so far away that Keri had never even met them. 

She stared out the window across the empty fields to the distant hardwoods. They were still black and bare against the sky, but reddening now with the first promise of new leaf. It was April twenty third. He had forgotten, or no longer cared. 

The doorbell rang.

She stood to answer it, wondering who it could be. She glanced down to discover that her bathrobe was open and all of her charms displayed. She hastily tied it shut.

The woman at the door was tall, much taller than the petite Keri. She appeared to be about forty years old, fit and well groomed in a gray suit. Her intelligent blue eyes hardly softened as she flashed the false smile of a professional salesperson. She carried a large, black display case under her arm.

“Oh Honey!” she said sympathetically, “Do you need a makeover or what?”

Keri stood up straight. “Excuse me?” If this was a saleswoman, her approach was unorthodox. Keri was usually an easy mark for sales people, not because she liked to buy things, but because she found it hard to refuse them. Today she just didn’t want to hear it. “Whatever you are selling,” she said wearily, “I’m not interested.”

“I’m not selling anything,” the woman said hastily, as the door began to close. “I have a gift for you.”

Sure, thought Keri, a free gift, only nineteen ninety five for shipping and handling, accessories sold separately. She hesitated though. It was her Birthday, after all. Maybe this was legitimate.

“What do you have?” asked Keri.

“Magic.”

“I don’t believe in magic anymore.”

There was a feral gleam in the woman’s eye that intrigued and frightened Keri. “Ah! But you should,” the woman said. “Last week I changed a woman’s whole life.”

“How?”

“For the better, of course.”  

Keri squinted, trying to concentrate on a conversation that had somehow left her behind. The simplest thing, she thought, was to end it.

“I’m sorry,” she said, and tried to close the door, only to find a foot in the way.

“A few minutes of your time,” said the woman. “After that, your life will never be the same.”

Keri looked up, a trifle afraid. The woman snared her eyes and held them in the grip of an ice blue stare. Was it Keri’s cowardice, or curiosity? Was it the strange power of the woman’s intimidating presence? Was Keri yielding to a fatalistic resignation, or a psychic command? She could not have said.

Thinking that only fools expected anything but disappointments from life, Keri stepped back and opened the door. 

The bright gold bracelets on her wrists reflected Keri’s face back at her. She brushed stray hair out of her eyes, suddenly embarrassed at how she had let herself go. The woman sat across from her, sipping coffee. Keri had invited her in, or she had simply entered. She had shown the woman to a chair, or the woman had told her to sit. However it was, Keri rolled the desk chair away from the computer table and swiveled it around to face the rocker that the woman occupied. Keri noticed that her robe had slipped down, baring one shoulder, and hastily adjusted it, suddenly reminded that she was naked under her tattered robe. I ought to excuse myself and get dressed she thought, as she sat down.

The woman extended one leg casually, and Keri felt the firm flesh of a nylon- clad calf pressing against her bare leg. She started to draw away from the contact, but the woman raised one finely drawn eyebrow and smiled. The expression in her eyes conveyed more irony than apology, and had the force of a command. Keri relaxed her leg and allowed the touch 

 She is using Jedi mind tricks on me! Keri thought, laughing inwardly at the absurdity of her fear. Yet her voice had quavered as she spoke to the woman, and her hand had trembled as she served the woman a cup of coffee that hadn’t been asked for. How did Keri know that cream and sugar were unnecessary?

“Thank you,” said the woman, accepting the cup with cool grace. She seemed slightly amused by Keri, and not at all surprised, as though this hospitality were simple tribute, only her expected due.

The bracelets emerged gleaming from her sample case shortly after the woman sat down. Keri hardly heard the sales pitch, if that was what it could be called. She wasn’t even sure what the woman’s stock in trade was. The woman babbled on about enhancement, enrichment, and fulfillment, the words a meaningless blur. It was her eyes that spoke directly to Keri.

