
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Ambassadors

By Patrick W. Andersen



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE AMBASSADOR

    

    
      First edition. February 29, 2024.

      Copyright © 2024 Patrick W. Andersen.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8224602995

    

    
    
      Written by Patrick W. Andersen.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 1
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The man kept his conversation businesslike, but Gretchen could sense that the atmosphere practically dripped with sexual tension. He maintained eye contact, rather than letting his gaze drift downward to her Vee-neck as was so often the case with other men. And he kept an arm’s length away, rather than concocting a lame excuse to brush up against her in the crowded room. 

But Gretchen, who had been doing this for years, detected the telltale signs in his demeanor. The seemingly innocent but ambiguous words peppered throughout his comments, that crept right up to the edge of double entendre without crossing the line. The vague references—reiterated several times in case she had missed it—to being alone here because his wife had a social commitment back home and could not join him for the trip. And, in case the earlier hints had all gone over her head, even a series of comments naming the hotel where he had booked a luxury suite for this event, which, oh dear, he now realized was much too large for a single person. So, while Gretchen might tease him very subtly, she must also maintain a strictly businesslike tone. She raised her wine glass for a slight sip. While the liquid glowed a light amber like a good Chardonnay, her glass actually contained water with food coloring. 

The glint from the wine class reflected the late afternoon sunlight from the huge window that stretched across the back wall of the conference room. Outside was a glorious view of a San Diego marina, with lines of grand yachts and smaller sailboats tied up at their berths. Gretchen guessed there was little or no wind outside, as the boats barely swayed and the flags that were in her line of sight mostly hung limp on their poles. 

“I am surprised at the number of young people here today,” said the man, whose name was Charles Benson. “I was under the impression that the cruise industry attracted mostly elderly people, and that the average age of passengers on most cruise ships is about seventy years or more. In fact, I thought that the name of this particular cruise line, Jubilee, was a signal that the minimum age was either fifty or seventy-five.”

Gretchen smiled at his small joke, but also at the comment itself. This exact point was central in the brand ambassadors’ meeting before this cocktail reception, and this man had cued it up as if he were part of the planning team.

“That was true when my generation could not afford such luxuries,” she commented as she took another sip from her glass. “But many of us got in on the ground floor of the cryptocurrency market, and we invested well. Later, we got out before the crypto crash and diversified our investments into stocks and bonds, and bought back into crypto when it had bottomed out and started climbing again. We are now in a position to enjoy our success. I am here not only as a cruise passenger, but I am also looking into buying stock in the company.”

Charles, whose age Gretchen estimated somewhere in the late fifties, raised his eyebrows in interest. “Cryptocurrency, you say? But wasn’t that just a passing fad? Back when I was young, we had pyramid schemes. Wasn’t your crypto pretty much the same thing?”

The young woman resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “Crypto is a commodity that can be used like cash. It is not cash. It is a commodity,” she explained. But she wanted to pivot the conversation to her preferred topic because cryptocurrency had nothing to do with her objective this afternoon. “So, like any other commodity, the wise investor buys when the price is low and sells when it peaks. Then, when it declines, one waits until it hits bottom and is due to rise again before buying. I am looking at the cruise industry the same way. The price of cruise line shares plummeted during the COVID-19 pandemic. So now is the time to buy. I am not looking to turn an overnight profit on this investment. I will keep these shares for years, and I expect a huge return not only in dividends after the industry recovers, but especially when I sell off the shares in five, ten, or fifteen years when the industry is peaking again and the prices are much higher.”

Charles had been sipping his wine enthusiastically while Gretchen spoke, and she noticed that now he did let his gaze drift lower to her Vee-neck. He had even been so crass as to raise up on the balls of his feet as if he were impressed by her economic analysis, though the heightened position obviously gave him a chance to try to look deeper into the Vee. Her jacket matched her slacks in a cranberry shade, red enough to command attention but not so red as to appear flamboyant. She had tastefully avoided showing very much of her ample fleshy cleavage when dressing for this meeting, but the Vee-neck created an illusion that accomplished the task nevertheless. 

“Charles, do you follow the market?”

He almost hiccupped into his wine glass, quickly looking up into her eyes again as he tried to reply. “Oh yes. I do dabble a bit in stocks here and there.” 

“Well, Charles, I earned my undergraduate degree in economics at a business school you have probably heard of. I won’t mention names, but it is located in Pennsylvania. I monitor national and international markets and their long-term prospects, and I do not make investment decisions lightly.” 

Charles appeared to be contemplating her words and thinking how to reply. But at that moment, out of the corner of her eye, Gretchen caught movement across the room. Heidi, one of her colleagues, appeared to be helping an obese elderly man regain his balance after he had stumbled. But Gretchen could see the most likely cause for his “stumble.” To prevent himself from falling, he had reached out to her to brace himself. His hand clutched the full cup of Heidi’s left breast. After regaining his balance, he removed his hand, and his head was bobbing up and down in what Gretchen assumed were profuse apologies for his clumsiness. None of their other colleagues seemed to have noticed, so Gretchen knew she should act.

Charles Benson seemed to have reached the tipping point anyway, both with his investment decision and his appreciation for the wine. He had raised his hand to signal to a server for a refill of his glass. Gretchen felt she had accomplished her goal with him. 

“Charles, forgive me for a moment, but I need to see someone for a quick word. Will you be okay by yourself for a few minutes?”

Gretchen made her way across the room to where her friend and coworker was assuring the man that it was quite all right, that he had just lost his balance. “Hi, is everything okay over here?” Gretchen asked as she reached the pair. “It looked like you were already onboard the ship and we had just hit some rough water that caused you to take a tumble.”

Heidi gave a cheerful smile, but her eyes seemed to signal a note of gratitude to her co-worker. “It is okay. Mr. Nichols here was just commenting about a dancer he once saw on the Lido Deck of a luxury ship, and I think he instinctively started to mimic her moves.”

Mr. Nichols averted his eyes after glancing briefly at Gretchen. “I guess that was it. I slipped.” 

Gretchen smiled again as she reached out to lay a hand lightly on the man’s right forearm. “Well, perhaps we will all get a chance to dance together in that lounge on the Lido Deck sometime soon.” Nodding toward her colleague, she said in a seemingly nonchalant tone, “Mr. Nichols, can I borrow your friend Heidi for a few minutes? The hors d’oeuvres seem to be late, and we need to find out what has happened to them. I don’t know about you, but this wine is going to my head, and I need to put something solid in my stomach.”

The man’s wide face puffed out in a relieved smile. “Quite all right. And I do hope we see each other onboard a cruise ship in the near future. The very near future, in fact.”

Gretchen and Heidi navigated through the crowd with their arms linked together, thus subtly marking themselves as off-limits while they made their way across the room. Though none of the cocktail reception’s attendees tried to stop the pair to strike up a conversation, many sets of eyes turned to watch them go by. Gretchen and Heidi had dressed in smart business attire, but enough of their feminine charms radiated outward to draw rapt attention not only from the men but many of the women in attendance at the event as well.

When they turned the corner toward the doorway for the kitchen staff, Gretchen halted and swung around to face Heidi. “I am so sorry that man groped you. Are you okay?”

Heidi gave a dismissive shrug. “I have had worse, and by men much younger and more aggressive, who would have been quick to try to follow it up with a more direct attack. In this case, at least, I can be fairly certain that this guy probably wouldn’t be able to ‘rise to the occasion’ if he tried to follow it up later with anything more aggressive than copping a feel.” She made an exaggerated display of brushing off the front or her jacket where the man had groped her. “And now we know that he is pretty certain that cruise ship passengers are much younger and prettier nowadays than they used to be.”

“Yes, that was the main branding objective,” Gretchen nodded in approval. “How about the second objective? Do you think he will buy stock?”

Heidi tilted her head and furrowed her brows slightly, but not enough to crease her makeup. “I am not sure. It sounds like he has a lot of capital, but he is trying to decide between our cruise line and fossil fuels.”

Gretchen placed her hand on Heidi’s forearm just as she had done with Mr. Nichols a few minutes earlier. “Maybe you can just briefly and casually mention how solar power, wind turbines, and other sustainable energy sources are increasing in popularity?” 

“Good idea,” Heidi agreed. “How about yourself? How are things going?”

“My guy is a hard one. That is, he is a difficult one,” Gretchen added with a grin when she saw Heidi start to giggle. “I researched his assets before we came here, so I know he could easily sink at least a million dollars into the stock if he wanted to. But I think he is going to try to get onto a Jubilee ship to find out if there really are a lot of younger passengers. I am going to ask Eric to have the cruise line flag this man’s name, so we know if and when he buys tickets. If he does, we may need to book a bunch of us as passengers on the same ship to make him believe he needs to invest.”

“Maybe we should send some of our male ambassadors too?” Heidi asked.

“Absolutely. We will want them to ask the wives to dance while you and I keep the men busy. The husbands often make the investments, but the wives tell them what they think would be good. And if the wives have danced with some of our guys, they will tell their husbands what we want them to.” Gretchen chuckled. Turning back toward the conference room, she said, “Let’s get back to the party.”

“Do you think we should check on the hors d’oeuvres like we said we would?”

Gretchen shook her head. “Not necessary. The kitchen staff know what they are doing. I just said that to get you away from Mr. Touchy-Feely.”

As the two returned to the conference room, the crowd heard the thump-thump of someone’s hand tapping on a live microphone. Turning toward a podium set up on a small riser in the corner, Gretchen saw her boss, Eric Light, the president of the Aurora Marketing Agency, flashing his bright teeth out at the audience. When the voices in the room had died down, Eric cleared his throat. 

“I want to thank you all for joining us this afternoon,” he said to open his remarks. “I was just commenting that we have so many of the major players in the national economy with us in this room that we could start our own country if we chose to.” He stopped while a smattering of polite laughter quickly rose and fell. “But seriously, you are here because you have some of the sharpest minds in the market. You all keep a sharp eye on trends. You all know when to take action. And you all have positioned yourselves over the years to have the wherewithal to act quickly whenever an opportunity might arise. So, I wanted to take just a few minutes of your time before the food arrives to share some news.”

Eric took the microphone out of the holder on the podium and held it in front of his chest just below the level of his chin as he stepped out toward the front of the riser, to create a hint of intimacy. “First, let me give you some financial data that you probably know about already. At the close of the stock market this afternoon, the price of Jubilee Cruise Line had dropped to seven dollars and forty-two cents a share. And as you probably also know, before the pandemic, Jubilee was pushing to just over seventy dollars a share. So, as savvy investors, you are asking yourselves two questions right at this very moment. How low will the price go? And when it rebounds, how high will it go?”

Gretchen glanced around the room. A few of the guests were still chatting quietly among themselves, but most had turned their attention to Eric. She saw a few of them nod their heads slightly when he mentioned the stock price. Although many had been drinking their wine as if their throats were parched just a few moments ago, all glasses were held at chest level now and the servers had retreated to the back of the room. 

Eric softened his voice for emphasis. “So, you have almost a ninety-percent decline. Eighty-nine point four percent, if you want to be exact. Now, what was the first thing we all learned when we started venturing into the world of investing? Buy low and sell high. Rinse and repeat. Buy low, sell high. So, Jubilee stock is now at a historic low, and that has to have caught your attention or else you would not be here today.” 

He paused for a moment before continuing. “Let me share with you some information that has not gone public yet.” He dramatically held his left up arm in front of his face, pulled his sleeve up and looked at his wristwatch. “It will go public in about twenty minutes when Jubilee’s press release hits the wires and gets sent almost immediately to the financial news outlets. You are some of the first people in the country to hear this, so please do not tell anyone outside this room that you heard it before it went public. Three months ago, Jubilee’s bookings for next year’s cruise ship sailings were at less than thirty-five percent of capacity. But today, they stand at more than sixty-seven percent, which is on track for sold-out ships by the dates that they set sail next year. And even more interesting,” he added, sweeping one hand in an arc to include his full audience, “the demographics have changed dramatically. More singles are booking than ever before, more young people looking for adventure and,” he paused for dramatic effect, “looking for love. The kids who used to buy railroad passes to bum around Europe with a backpack have grown up. And they tried land tours but found themselves spending way too much time going in and out of airports, checking in and out of hotels, packing, unpacking, and packing again to move on to the next destination. Instead of traveling from hotel to hotel in the cities they visit, they have learned the advantage of taking their hotel, restaurants, and nightclubs with them from city to city on a cruise ship. We are witnessing a huge shift in the industry, and you all have a chance to get in early. Buy low, as they say.”

Eric made a few more remarks, but Gretchen knew he would not talk the topic to death. These people were smart enough to do the math without further coaxing. Even though he had asked them not to share the information outside of the conference room, several had already pulled their cell phones out and started calling and texting. Back at their offices, their assistants would already be checking data and making calculations to text back to their bosses here at the reception. Glancing back to Charles Benson, she saw that he was not even being so subtle. He was speaking heatedly into his phone, and he had a determined look on his face. At one point, he waved his fist up and down as he barked orders into his phone. Gretchen had no doubt that if Mr. Benson were seated in his office in his company headquarters, he would be pounding his desk so hard that his administrative assistant in the reception area outside would hear the thumping of his fist against the mahogany desktop.

“And now, I think the food is here at last,” Eric said, motioning as a dozen servers bearing trays of finger food swept around the corner from the kitchen exit and into the conference room. As the guests sampled the hors d’oeuvres and refilled their wine glasses, they chatted among themselves. Many, however, continued texting or talking on their cell phones, indicating to the servers that they would get food and more drink later.

* * *
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Later, after the guests had left, Gretchen gathered in the center of the room with Eric, his assistant, Bobbie, and the fifteen of her female colleagues who had worked this event. Now that the workday was over, the women had real wine in their glasses instead of the colored water that they had used during the reception to make the investors believe that the beautiful young women might get tipsy. Now, they looked relaxed but weary as they compared notes and shared stories about how the prospective investors had treated them in conversation. Heidi’s groper sounded like the most extreme case of improper behavior, but even the seemingly genteel dialogue offered by some of the other old men left the young women wanting to wash their hands and faces afterward to get rid of the slime.

Eric looked up from the screen of his iPad and waved his arm to catch everyone’s attention. “Heads up, ladies. I have got some preliminary results here.”

Gretchen and her colleagues stopped speaking immediately and turned attentively toward their boss.

“Jubilee’s president sent me an encrypted text message. He has received serious contacts from several of our guests this afternoon. Of course, he won’t have firm figures until the investors actually place their orders. But the discussions so far indicate that, collectively, several of our guests are buying at least twenty million dollars’ worth of stock when the market opens.” Eric paused for a moment. “Who can tell me what the immediate impact of that will be?”

Gretchen raised her hand but did not wait for him to call on her. “Other large investors will sense the momentum and will rush to buy shares before the price rises too high. Then thousands of small investors will see the sudden movement and try to jump onboard, driving the price even higher. And all that interest in the cruise industry will convince millions of vacationers that it must be safe again to get onboard a ship with thousands of other passengers, or else why would smart investors put in so much money? And if they think the ships will be filled with young, attractive singles looking for dates, a lot of elderly passengers will be getting onboard and flashing cash. Lots of it.”

Eric beamed. “Exactly! Today we started an avalanche. Congratulations, ladies, you have again had a smashing success!” 

The women waved their hands together and apart to motion as if they were applauding, but no one actually clapped because they each held a glass of wine in one hand. Several turned and nodded at their neighbors, but all kept silent as Eric prepared to continue. 

“So, as I told you at our meeting before the reception, our agency will get a large bonus if all that money comes into Jubilee as a result of our work here today. And that means that each of you will be receiving a substantial something extra in your pay envelopes. Again, congratulations on a job well done,” he said, raising his glass toward them all.

Eric shifted his weight from one foot to the other as he also shifted the tone of his voice. 

“But that is past us now, and we need to prepare for our next job,” he began. After swiping his index finger across the screen of his iPad, he stopped to read for a moment as he held his forefinger aloft, pointing toward the ceiling. Gretchen took advantage of the opportunity for a long, deep sip of her wine, relishing the glow it spread through her chest. 

“We are flying back to San Francisco on Sunday morning. I think you have all more than earned a Saturday of free time here in San Diego. On Wednesday, we will attend a public forum on fossil fuels, sponsored by our next client. Back at the hotel, I have folders for each of you with the primary objectives for rebranding our sponsor’s company image. I will give them to you to start studying on Sunday when we get to the airport, so that you don’t have to read the boring in-flight magazines they offer on the plane.”

Heidi stirred and raised her hand. “Which side are we supporting on this assignment? I just spent an hour convincing an investor here that he should dump fossil fuels so he could buy Jubilee Cruise Line stock instead. I told him renewable energy sources were on the upswing and fossil fuels were going to go down the tubes.”

Eric shrugged but continued smiling. “You will be on the opposite side next week, but don’t worry. You don’t have to argue in favor of polluting the environment. You will just be making it sound like our sponsor, which is a major oil company, needs more time to further develop some exciting and innovative renewable energy sources while it winds down its oil drilling.” 

Heidi raised her hand again and asked a follow-up. “But are they really winding down their oil drilling?”

Eric shrugged again, laughing this time. “Who knows? I didn’t ask.”
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CHAPTER 2
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Gretchen had already put lotion on all the areas that she could reach, so she turned to the newest member of the team to ask for a hand. “Candace, can you put sunscreen on my back for me?” Four of the ambassadors had spread large beach towels on the prow of a large motorboat that was now anchored in the bay, and they were sitting on the towels as they watched windsurfers glide across the water on their boards. 

“Please, you can just call me Candy,” the young buxom blonde responded. She looked at the plastic container before squeezing the lotion onto her palm. “The SPF on this sunscreen is so high that you won’t get any tan at all. Why do you even bother laying out in the sun?”

Melanie, who shared Gretchen’s olive complexion and glossy black shade of hair, turned her head toward them. “Candace, or Candy if you prefer, our professional life depends on our brains and our beauty. As long as we don’t get hung up on drugs or alcohol or toxic relationships, we will probably keep our brains sharp for the rest of our lives. But our beauty? Maybe twenty years. Thirty at the most, and even then, you would be only hosting events as the elderly matron, not the sweet young thing. But if you ruin your skin with too much sun, then you are cutting your career time in half. You might not even get ten years. So, you have to decide what’s important to you, a tan that will stay with you for a few weeks, or skin quality that will last for a longer career.”

Gretchen turned her face just a bit toward the younger woman massaging lotion onto her back. “Why do you think we wear these big floppy hats? It is not for fashion, though you may have noticed that a lot of the local women here wear them too. It is to keep the sun off of our faces. Your skin will get damaged and wrinkled if you get careless. And how much work as a model and brand ambassador do you think you will get if your face looks crabby?”

Candy finished rubbing the sunscreen between Gretchen’s shoulder blades. “I think you are all being a bit paranoid,” she muttered.

Just then, a chorus of hoots and howls rang out from another motorboat that was passing nearby on the bay. A half dozen bare-chested young men in swimsuits on the boat waved and whistled. “Hey, babe, ya wanna come take a ride?” called out one of them. His friends all hollered similar invitations, though in cruder language.

Candy grinned. “See what I mean? They don’t seem to think we are losing it.”

Stephanie, the fourth woman in their party, tried to put a note of patience into the tone of her voice but did not quite succeed. “Candy, ignore those idiots. If you so much as smile or wave at them, they will think that means we all want to talk to them. And if those idiots come pester us because you encouraged them, I personally will hold your head under the water until you stop thrashing and your body goes limp.”

Candy gave a loud harrumph. “You guys are no fun at all.”

After the boatload of yahoos had gone far enough away that the women could no longer hear them, Melanie asked, “Is anyone going dancing tonight?”

Stephanie propped herself up on one elbow. “The last time I went dancing in San Diego, the club was full of guys just like the ones on that boat. It got to the point that I didn’t even want to stand up from my table for fear that I would attract attention or give the impression I wanted to find a dance partner.” 

Gretchen called out from under her hat. “Yeah, they all just want to stick their hands where they aren’t supposed to go in a public place, hoping that later on they’ll get to carve another notch in their bedpost.”

Melanie laughed at them. “Oh, come on. It is just dancing. They can’t drag you out of the club and into their bedroom if you don’t want to go.”

Stephanie’s voice sounded tired. “I know, but we have a plane to catch in the morning. I think I will just have a few drinks at the hotel bar. Maybe they will have live music there too. Gretchen, would you like to join me?”

Gretchen still would not lift the big floppy hat off of her face. “Sounds like a plan.”
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Eric, Bobbie, and the sixteen ambassadors filled the first-class seats. As a result, the face of every man boarding the plane lit up like a high-beam headlight when he saw the beauties facing toward the front of the cabin. As always, the sixteen women had dressed tastefully, but today they wore traveling attire, not elegant business or evening fashions. Most wore short skirts that revealed long, smooth legs. And, owing to the fact that they had just come in from the warm San Diego weather, the straps of their tops went over bare shoulders. They would have easy access to sweaters or light jackets in their bags if cool weather greeted them in San Francisco. The temperature in San Francisco seldom rose above sweater weather, so they always carried an extra layer of clothing in their bags. 

As the passengers in the coach seats toted their carry-on luggage up the aisle toward the back of the plane, Gretchen avoided making eye contact with most of them, especially the men. Over the years, she had learned that many of the passengers seemed to instinctively resent those seated in first class. And the men who made eye contact with one of the attractive brand ambassadors might try to make passing conversation or even stop to ask for a phone number. Such chance meetings seldom if ever turned out well, but getting out of such a conversation, once started, could turn awkward or even ugly. Unless she happened to see a current or prospective client in the aisle, she usually preferred to avoid the possibility of even hinting that she would welcome any attention. Better to avoid messy entanglements before they started.

While the boarding continued, Gretchen opened the folder Eric had given her with the background information for this next week’s assignment. Having argued for both sides of the fossil fuel debate for various clients that had hired their agency over the years, Gretchen already understood the issue well. But she needed to find out if the current client was building an argument based on new data from new research or just giving a new interpretation of old data to rebrand the client’s public image. 

So, while her colleagues chatted among themselves or made last-minute calls on their cell phones before the flight attendants called for all electronic devices to be turned off, Gretchen opened her fossil fuels folder. The executive summary gave a one-paragraph overview of the brand objective, followed by a short list of bulleted items for the primary talking points. Gretchen found nothing startling in the summary, and idly turned to the tables of data that could be used to support the talking points. The numbers followed a predictable pattern that resembled old research, and the pie charts made the thesis statement appear to be a reasonable conclusion. By the time the flight attendant started giving the safety presentation on the locations of the emergency exits and how to fasten seatbelts, Gretchen had consumed the contents of the folder and put it back in her bag. 

When the plane reached its cruising altitude, the cockpit door opened and the captain walked out to confer with the chief attendant, closing the door behind himself. The attendant nodded her head toward the passengers, and the captain stepped out to the front of the aisle and smiled.

“My crew told me that we had a very distinguished group of businesswomen flying with us today. I just wanted to thank you for choosing our airline. We know you have plenty of other carriers to choose from, so we are grateful to have you with us today.” The captain looked intently at each of the women in turn, though Gretchen noted that he did not seem to notice Eric and Bobbie. 

After he returned to the cockpit, Candy turned to Gretchen and remarked, “That was nice of him, wasn’t it? The airline really wants our business. Maybe we should set up a business account with them.”

Gretchen leaned forward to speak quietly into Candy’s ear. “Babe, that was just the captain coming out to look at all the pretty girls. The flight attendant makes that speech about how grateful they are that we chose to fly with them. On every single flight, on every single airline, the flight attendant makes that speech just before we land at our destination. The captain just wanted to take a look at all of us. Don’t be surprised if he slips you his business card when you are getting off the plane in San Francisco and tells you to call him anytime.”

“Ooh, that would be exciting, wouldn’t it?” Candy’s eyes opened wide at the thought. “I have heard that airline pilots make a lot of money.”

Gretchen patted Candy’s shoulder sympathetically. “Babe, you have heard the expression about the sailor who has a different girlfriend in every port?”

Candy giggled. “I didn’t say I want to marry him. I just want him to spend a lot of money on me.” Candy started to turn around in her seat but arched her back suddenly. “Ow!”

“What’s wrong? Did you hurt yourself?”

“Oh, it is nothing, really. I just sunburned my cheeks yesterday on that boat.”

Gretchen leaned forward to get a better look at Candy’s face. “They don’t look burned.”

Candy’s expression remained deadpan. “Not those cheeks.”
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The cab driver carried her suitcase and garment bag to her front door, and Gretchen gave him a generous tip in cash after having paid the fare by credit card. While she needed the credit card receipt for her business expense records, she did not trust the taxi companies to give their drivers the full amounts of their tips from credit card charges. So, she always tipped in cash. 

After turning on the light inside the entrance, she found the living room looking exactly as she had left it. No muss, no dust, no clutter—everything in its place. She glanced at the answering machine and saw no flashing light, no messages. The mail slot on the door contained several envelopes offering her deals on financial services and real estate, and several appeals from charities. But no personal letters.

Years earlier, when she first bought and moved into this condominium, she hired a decorator to coordinate the furniture styles, wall colors and accessories. A few framed paintings hung on the walls. One was a landscape; another was a colorful picture of a bowl of fruit. None included people, and she did not display photos of friends or family anywhere in the house.

After unpacking her bags, and kicking off her walking shoes, Gretchen poured herself a full glass of red wine to unwind. Instead of her usual Cabernet, she chose a Zinfandel because she craved something sweet. She opened her laptop computer and put her feet up on the coffee table in the living room, preparing to settle in for a quiet evening. 

First, the email. She read through a list of subject headings that looked like they could have easily gone into the Spam folder. She did not bother to open any of them but moved all of them into the trash. Next, she opened her social media accounts. She found some contacts from lonely old men fawning over her posted pictures, and several more from users promoting their products or services. A couple of women had texted her asking advice on how to become a brand ambassador like her. Nothing personal.

Closing the laptop, Gretchen reached for the remote and turned on the television. On a channel that featured vintage films that probably did not cost much to the TV station, she found an old movie about a woman being courted by a handsome young suitor. She considered much of the dialogue too schmaltzy to take seriously, but the scenery captivated her. She took a long sip of her wine and laid back against the sofa cushion.

Hours later, Gretchen awoke and saw that a televangelist’s show now filled the TV screen. The clock read three-fifteen in the morning. Gretchen turned off the TV, rinsed her wine glass at the kitchen sink, and undressed for bed. 
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CHAPTER 5
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The office hummed with the usual background noise—a desktop printer rolling out a document, a phone ringing, a few of the brand ambassadors chatting at a third model’s desk. After setting down her purse on her own desk in her cubicle next to the window, Gretchen walked to the coffee machine and poured herself a cup. Black. No sugar, no cream, nothing that might add unnecessary calories or animal fat to her daily intake. Waving greetings to those of her colleagues who happened to notice her, Gretchen sat at her desk and booted up her computer. 

Opening her encrypted text messaging program, Gretchen found sixty-two unread messages from her contacts. Scrolling through the list, none had come from anyone important. Just her usual “marks.” She opened the Greetings document in her word processing software. The first line on the document read, “Good morning. How was your night?” Gretchen highlighted that message and pressed Command-C on her iMac to copy it. Then she gave a command to send blind-copy replies to all the people on this distribution list. She pressed Command-V to paste the greeting into the Reply text message field and then clicked the Send button. She did not bother to open more than a few dozen of the messages the contacts had sent her.

Then she highlighted and copied the second greeting on her word processing document. “My night was good. I hope you have eaten.” Only thirty-seven of the contacts had responded to her earlier greeting, so she opened only those. Before pasting in the copied response, she would glance at each to make sure they had not said anything more complex than, “Good, and how was yours?” 

Finally, she selected a recent photograph of herself posing in a bikini. The bikini did not cover much of her body, and she had posed seductively yet tastefully, not flaunting any flesh unnecessarily. She attached a caption saying, “This is from my photo shoot yesterday. I thought you would like it.” This time, she did not open the text threads of just those who had responded this morning. She gave a command to send the photo and text to each of the one hundred thousand contacts on her list of marks. After clicking the Send button, Gretchen let her shoulders slump for a moment before picking up her cup to go get more coffee.

Shuffling through the small stack of envelopes in her In tray, Gretchen set the junk mail on the corner of her desk above the trash can and put the two envelopes that had been addressed to her by hand on the center of the desk. Opening the first, she found a printed sales letter urging her to buy real estate while the market remained favorable. She tossed the paper toward the trash can, accidentally knocking several envelopes in the junk pile into the can as well. Gretchen did not bother to retrieve them. 

The second hand-addressed envelope yielded a more hopeful result. Though the letter inside was typed and laser-printed, the signature was in original ink. A former client of the Aurora Marketing Agency was saying he had been particularly impressed by Gretchen on a project the brand ambassadors had done for his company and wanted to know if she would be willing to take on an independent project for him, without involving her employer. 
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