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Praise for Friend Me



“Right from the start Friend Me caught me off-guard and threw me into the first loop of an action-packed ride that is anything but what you expect. Filled with rich characters and complicated situations, Friend Me is a compelling read that makes you glad you took the ride. Don’t miss this book.”


—Tosca Lee, New York Times bestselling coauthor of the Books of Mortals series and author of Iscariot


“This thought-provoking tale reveals the frailty and potential wickedness in all of us and the terrible, life-altering things we are capable of when we yield to our own selfish desires and devices.”


—Creston Mapes, bestselling author of Poison Town


“For anyone who has thought of—or is involved in—seeking a virtual relationship on the Internet, Friend Me is a must-read. John Faubion has penned a chilling yet eerily real tale that will cause you to think again.”


—Deborah K. Anderson, Christian Fiction Online Magazine


“In his novel Friend Me, John Faubion creates a delightfully creepy tale you’ll not soon forget. In our day, with so many people spending increasing amounts of time online, the virtual premise of Friend Me comes alive to grip the reader with both a whopping, suspenseful story, plus much food for meditation concerning reality, morality, and the imaginary realm of ‘what if . . . . ?’ Highly recommended reading!”


—Rick Barry, author of Gunner’s Run and president of the American Christian Fiction Writers Indiana Chapter


“Friend Me is an exciting foray into today’s cyberculture. I loved every minute of the hero’s frantic efforts to extricate himself and his wife from the virtual web of the villainess. Fascinating characters and exciting plot twists make this a stellar read.”


—V. B. Tenery, author of Dead Ringer and The Watchman


“John Faubion introduces a new and different kind of chiller, an uncharted world of cyber suspense. The writing? It’s fabulous.”


—Donn Taylor, author of Deadly Additive and Rhapsody in Red


“John Faubion’s Friend Me starts off with heart-pounding suspense. The idea of a virtual friend intrigues, and the author has created unscrupulous executives in the cutting-edge technology company developing this revolutionary idea. The reader can clearly see the potential for wicked abuse. Suspense drips from the lines of this novel as the villain plans a few nasty surprises.”


—Nike Chillemi, author of the Sanctuary Point series andchair of the Grace Awards


“Friend Me is a suspense-filled trip torn from tomorrow’s headlines; an all-too-believable story that had me turning pages to the unexpected end. I’m anxious to read more from this debut author.”


—Richard L. Mabry, MD, author of Stress Test and Heart Failure


“Friend Me captured me from page one and wrapped me in thought-provoking suspense until the end. The intriguing plot made it nearly impossible to put this book down. Mr. Faubion has crafted a great story that will grab your attention and stick with you long after you read the last page. I highly recommend this book.”


—Larry W. Timm, president of the American Christian Fiction Writers South Central Kansas Chapter and pastor of Gracepoint Church in Peabody, Kansas


“In an ever-changing technological age, John Faubion has written a tough and gritty story that could one day be reality. Though he has shown how technology and the times change, he has also shown that God and his mercy do not. John has succeeded in writing a book that is at the same time frightening and hopeful.”


—Warren Pratt Jr., pastor, evangelist, and head chief of the Pawnee Nation of Oklahoma
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Dedicated to my Lord, Jesus Christ, and my faithful wife and family.




Finally, brethren, whatsoever things are true, whatsoever things are honest, whatsoever things are just, whatsoever things are pure, whatsoever things are lovely, whatsoever things are of good report; if there be any virtue, and if there be any praise, think on these things.


—PHILIPPIANS 4:8





CHAPTER ONE


Melissa


Melissa Montalvo folded her hands on her lap and stared across the table at her final interviewer.


He adjusted the name badge on his shirt. Chief Software Scientist Aaron Getz. “You’ve excelled in both your other interviews, but this is a different kind of meeting.” He leaned in toward Melissa. She felt his gaze upon her. He was slender, with dark eyes that burned under thick, curling eyebrows.


This was it. She either had the job or she didn’t.


“I’d like you to take a look at this, Melissa.” Getz withdrew a letter envelope from his jacket pocket, turned it facedown, and slid it across the rosewood table. “I think you’ll be pleased.”


She searched his face, but his eyes gave nothing away. It must be a job offer, but . . .


Melissa picked up the unsealed envelope bearing the embossed Virtual Friend Me logo, and withdrew the letter inside. Getz’s eyes remained noncommittal as she unfolded the paper.


Dear Ms. Montalvo:


Virtual Friend Me is pleased to offer you the position of chief architect . . .


Her chest constricted as the breath caught in her throat. They were offering her the second position in software development? And more. They were proposing a salary 10 percent above what she had requested.


Getz continued to look at her with the same deadpan expression. What did he expect her to say? “Mr. Getz . . .”


“Call me Aaron, Melissa.”


“I’m very pleased with the offer. When do you want me to start?” She held the employment offer with both hands, unwilling to let it escape her grasp.


Getz smiled. “How about Monday? Or do you need a couple of weeks to finish up with your current employer?”


“No, Monday is fine.” She shut her eyes, a rush of relief washing over her. “I would like to know a little more about the project, though. It’s all been so super-secret.”


“No hurry. We want you to be completely comfortable with everything we’re doing here.”


His hand glided unerringly across the table to rest on hers. His lotioned skin felt soft and slimy as the fingers moved across the back of her hand.


She pulled back, looked down at his pale hand still poised like some serpent over the spot where her hand had been.


“Problem?” he asked.


She choked back the revulsion she felt at being touched that way. “No, no problem,” she said stiffly, struggling to regain composure.


“The project. Can you tell me more about it now?”


Getz’s hand slid silently back behind the tabletop.


“No problem. We can take a few minutes right now.”


If he had noticed her reaction to his touch, he wasn’t showing it. If a man was going to touch her, she wanted it to be on her own terms. She would not be used.


Getz continued, “What we’ve got going on here is, in my estimation, the most aggressive, cutting-edge, artificial intelligence project in the nation. At least in terms of social networking. And you are going to be a major part of it.” He leaned forward, eyebrows raised. “No one outside this company is to know what we’re doing until it’s done. That’s very important. Can you agree to that?”


“Yes.”


“Here it is.” Getz held up both hands, as if ready to catch a ball. “You know about the whole social-networking thing. We’ve got Facebook, MyLife, and all the rest. People are looking to the web for friendships, for relationships at all levels.”


“I know. It’s been a major cultural phenomenon.”


“The big question is, how can someone, some company, break into that in a really unique way? Facebook already has more than eight hundred million active users. That’s from them, their own statistics. Eight hundred million! That’s better than eleven percent of the entire population of planet Earth. Do you know how many friends each user has?”


She shook her head.


“I’ll tell you how many. The average Facebook user has over one hundred friends.” Getz’s green eyes grew large, intense. “Do the math. Fifty percent of their active users log on every day. Every one of them has an average of one hundred thirty friends, right? How many people are potentially touched by all that? How many?”


Melissa worked the numbers. She had only gotten to the first set before Getz spoke again.


“Half of eight hundred million is four hundred million. Multiply that by a hundred thirty. Know what you’ll get? Fifty-two billion people!”


“But that’s more people than there are on the whole Earth,” answered Melissa. “What sense would it make? That would mean we’re hitting many people more than one time.”


“Exactly. So we have overlap. What it comes down to is we’re hitting all those millions of people six, seven, maybe eight times a day. Somehow, we’re touching all of them.”


Melissa considered the implications. “Okay, so there’s all this social interaction. I get that. But how does that help us? How do we benefit?”


“Okay, here’s where it gets good. Imagine . . .” He raised one finger right in front of her nose. “Just imagine we’ve got a percentage of those ‘friends’ working for us. Even a very small percentage. Keep imagining. What if we could get those workers of ours to recommend movies, products, vacations . . . you name it. Would that be huge?”


Nodding, she stretched herself mentally.


“Are you imagining? You get online with Facebook, and we’ve got one of your friends telling you how great the latest chick flick is, and that you ought to go see it. Or she’s using some new kind of dish soap and you ought to try it. Any kind of product, you just name it. As they say, this is the most amazing concept since sliced bread. And you’re going to be front and center, right in the middle of all of it.”


Getz stood up and turned to the whiteboard behind him. “We do it like God did it, but better.” With a bright blue marker he drew a circle on the board. “We create them.”


“Create them? How’s that?” It was common among software developers to use the word create freely. But to create people? Where was this going?


“Let me illustrate it for you.” He drew a smile in the circle, then added two eyes, with turned-up, innocent-looking eyebrows. “So far, so good. We’ve got a friendly face. What’s missing?”


“A body?”


“That’s good, but what I mean is, what’s missing in the face? Don’t answer. It’s a nose.” He drew a rounded triangle in the center.


“Now, how about the body? Should it be slender or fat? Your call.”


“Fat. It should be fat because the face is round.”


“Right, because the two go together. We know what makes us comfortable.” He sketched a rotund figure into the drawing, which began to look like the Pillsbury Doughboy.


“Now, Melissa, look at his right hand. It’s empty. Tell me which object you prefer.” As he spoke, he drew a handgun in the right hand, paused, then erased the handgun and replaced it with an umbrella. Then he erased the umbrella and faced her. “Which did you like? The gun or the umbrella?”


“I liked the umbrella.”


“Why?” He redrew the umbrella.


“Because you drew a friendly figure to start with, and the umbrella was more consistent with that. The gun looked out of place.”


“You’ve got it. We just designed someone you were comfortable with. It was simple, it was intuitive, and it was interesting.”


I know where this is going. I’m a mile ahead of you, Mr. Getz.


“Here it is, Melissa. Plain and simple. We are going to provide the means to let people custom-design their own friends. Yes, I really mean friends. We’ve got the technology, you know that. What we’ve lacked was the platform to make it worthwhile. Social networking—Facebook and all the rest—gives that to us.”


Silence settled in the air as he allowed the implications of that to form in her mind.


“Let’s imagine Jane Doe sitting at home. She’s worried, she’s depressed, she wants someone to confide in. Who’s she going to turn to?”


“Her friends?”


“But those friends are real people. She doesn’t dare tell them what’s really going on. For all she knows, it could be all over Facebook in an hour, and then the whole world would know her secret. No, she needs someone she can trust with the deepest secrets of her life.


“So, Jane Doe goes to our website and we let her design the perfect friend. A virtual friend.”


“She designs one online?”


“We start with something as simple as the basic personality types and have her build from there. So she chooses introverted or outgoing, friendly or reserved, kind or difficult, understanding or impatient.


“Someone’s going to choose an impatient friend?”


“The important thing is that we provide the choice. From there she picks her friend’s hair, physique, family background, age, everything. Maybe she builds the sister she never had. Perhaps she builds a high school friend she lost touch with. It’s up to her.”


Melissa realized what Getz was presenting to her was not only doable, it was perfect. Why has no one ever done this? “So, how far does this go? Synthesized voice? Conversations? The whole works? I mean, I can see getting all of this done if we have the resources.”


“We take it as far as we can, Melissa. And we’ve definitely got the resources. I envision our Jane Doe building her friend and then we automatically register her friend on Facebook. From then on, she can interact with her virtual friend just as easily as she could with a real person.” He flashed a conspiratorial smile. “Well, any way but physical.”


She didn’t like what Getz was doing with his eyes and squirmed under his gaze.


Melissa pointed at the whiteboard, drawing Getz’s eyes off her. “And how do we profit from this?”


He blinked, turned back to her. “We make money two ways. First, even though we start out with this as a free service, eventually we ramp it up and charge money for the ‘premium’ friend. People won’t hesitate. Second, these friends can sell products, services. Old-fashioned click-through advertising will be like a horse cart compared to what we can offer.”


I’ve got it, Mr. Getz. You won’t see me coming till I run over you.


“This is fascinating. I never . . .”


“I’ve only begun to scratch the surface here, Melissa. For instance, well, may I ask you a personal question?”


“Go ahead.”


“Is your mother living?”


It felt like she’d been struck in the chest with a rock. Why in the world would he ask her a question like that? Her, of all people. Could he know?


Control. She shook her head slowly. “No, she’s not.”


Getz bent over the table, palms flat, his face close to hers. “Then here’s the big one, Melissa. We can give her back to you in every way but physically.”


Yes, it’s true. We can do that. The potential, the power of what they had in their hands was overwhelming. She shook off the lightheaded feeling.


People would be re-creating deceased children, mothers, fathers. They’d be getting e-mails on their birthdays from people who’d been gone for many years. Was it a kind of self-deception? Sure, but how different was it from hanging a picture of a loved one in the hallway? Wasn’t it there to remind you of the person? Something to help you recall old conversations, hugs, and special times? And perhaps to imagine what might have been?


I can make it real.


She felt again the pressure of Getz’s gaze on her as she worked through it mentally, emotionally. This will work, and I can do it.


Another idea tugged on the edges of her mind with tiny, insistent fingers. The one that would make it supremely worthwhile. Not now. Later. I’ll think about that when the time comes.


•  •  •


THE WAY HE’S LOOKING AT me. A shiver fluttered along Melissa’s exposed forearm.


She needed to steer the conversation somewhere else, and still stroke the man’s ego. “How did you come up with the idea? I mean, this isn’t just numbers lined up in columns. This is genius.”


He rolled his head to one side, as if savoring the memory. “I remember the moment of . . . inspiration . . . when the concept of the virtual friend came to me. It left me nearly breathless. This was the multimillion-dollar idea I’d been searching for all my adult life.”


She watched an expression slither over his features and recoiled at the way it made her feel. The man was a snake.


“And you will be the greatest asset of all. Your design and architectural talents will make the virtual friend a reality, Melissa. There is nothing to stop us.”


Us. She swallowed, smiled back.


“We’ll make an incredible team, Mr. Getz.”


No one had to tell her she was good. And there was much more he would learn about her, but he could wait a little longer for that surprise.


He slid his soft fingers across her hand. “Yes, Melissa. The two of us will be working very closely over the next four or five years. A project this size will surely take that long before it’s ready for the world to see. And all the time, we’ll be working together, planning, developing. Both of us learning what the other has to offer.”


The question was, how closely would they be working? Getz was a predator. He probably thought of himself as the big brass ring every girl wants to snag, but she wasn’t here to become his trophy. She was here for work, serious work.


She still clutched the employment letter in one hand as she looked up at the whiteboard.


Getz asked, “So, what do you think? Are you starting to see the possibilities?”


Always the suggestive comments. How should she answer? “The possibilities? Yes, absolutely. This is brilliant.”


Melissa looked up at Getz, who still stood by the whiteboard. Keep his mind on the project. “We could build out a library of celebrity characters. Everyone from Madonna to Steve Jobs. People would go crazy.”


“There you go, you’ve got the idea,” said Getz. “Already in the plans. What else?”


Melissa looked at the whiteboard, then back to Getz, forcing herself to remain clear and focused. “Some people will just be looking for a new relationship. A boyfriend. Or a girlfriend. Someone to talk to. There’s that.”


“Premium content.” Getz grinned. “And you’ve just approached what’s probably going to be the main profit center. What we call ‘The Virtual Ideal.’ There’s something inside people that’s always searching for that ideal relationship. We’re going to come pretty close to fulfilling that.”


I have an ideal man, and he’s not virtual. He exists somewhere, and this will help me find him.


Getz erased the Doughboy figure with the umbrella off the whiteboard. “I’ve got a meeting with our CEO, Dan Hammersmith, in a few minutes. He’ll want to meet you on Monday when you come in. You can go through all the Human Resources rigmarole then, all right?”


“Sure,” said Melissa. “That sounds great. I’ll be here when the doors open.”


Getz reached toward her and took her hand before she could withdraw it. He held on to it as he looked into her eyes, eyebrows slightly raised.


“I’d like to talk to you more before then. There’s a lot we need to discuss before we . . .” He grinned, mirthlessly. “Before we get down and dirty, so to speak.” He paused. “I could, say, meet you for dinner tonight? Just talk through some things? I think it’s going to be important to know we’re compatible, that we think the same way about things, don’t you?”


Here it is. Oh, I know you, Getz. Down, dirty, and compatible.


She looked at his left hand. No wedding ring. She didn’t want to lose this job before she got it.


No matter. If it went wrong, she knew what to do. “Sure, Mr. Getz. What do you have in mind?”


“Aaron, call me Aaron,” he said. He still gripped her hand. “I’ve got your address from your résumé. How about I pick you up at six-thirty and we go out to the Tuscan Villa? It’s in downtown Indianapolis near where you live.”


She hid a shudder, as if she were in the coils of a venomous serpent.


Getz hesitated. Had he seen her react?


“Don’t worry. Strictly professional. Do you like Italian okay?”


She withdrew her hand. “That will work. I’ll expect you then. And thank you for working out the job.”


Melissa could still feel Getz’s green eyes on her as she walked through the double glass doors to the street outside.





CHAPTER TWO


Problem Solved


Through the large bay window in the living room, Melissa glanced down at the street in front of her house. The glowing blue numerals on the mantel clock read 6:20. Getz would be here soon.


She straightened the dark gray pantsuit she’d chosen for the evening. It looked businesslike, efficient. If Getz was going to get weird on her, it wouldn’t be because she encouraged it.


She strode into the kitchen and opened the wide drawer under the breakfast counter. It rattled as she pulled it open. The nine-inch Gingher scissors had been purchased for a craft class the year before. The knife edges on the blades were like new, and the scissors slipped easily into her handbag.


A car horn sounded outside. She could see Aaron Getz waiting in front with his hazard lights flashing. I’m just a piece of meat to him. He doesn’t even bother coming to the door. She turned off the lights and descended the steps to the curb.


Getz smiled at her as he opened the passenger door of his SUV. “Good evening, Miss Montalvo,” he said with mock courtesy. “I’m happy to see you again so soon.”


“Thank you.” She held up her purse. “I’m ready to take notes,” she said, moving quickly to keep the conversation focused on business.


Melissa settled down in the wide seat and buckled her seat belt.


“I talked with Dan and told him you’d be starting on Monday. He’s excited to have you on board. We all are.”


“Hammersmith?”


“Right, Dan Hammersmith. CEO. I told you I’d be meeting with him. We’d like to jump right in with a big planning meeting on Monday afternoon.”


“Sounds great.”


Getz was dressed in a gray polo and khaki slacks. Did they look like they had both dressed in gray to please one another? Melissa hoped not.


“You just need to finish up all your HR paperwork so we can finalize the hire that morning.”


The words struck her. “Finalize?” Hadn’t she already accepted the offer? What was going on here? Was finalizing the job conditioned on how this evening turned out?


“Oh,” said Getz. “Nothing to worry about.” He kept his eyes on the road ahead, avoiding her gaze. He moved his right hand to her knee, stroked it lightly, and returned it to the steering wheel. “Dan simply wants to know we’re going to work well together.”


Melissa cocked her head to one side. “Do you hear that?”


“Hear what?”


“I think I hear a thumping sound coming from one of your tires. Don’t you hear it?”


He tipped his head toward the driver window. “No, I don’t hear anything. Are you sure?”


She put on her best concentrating face. “I’m sure of it. You’d better do a walkaround as soon as you can and check it out.”


Getz pulled the SUV up in front of the restaurant. As soon as the tires stopped rolling, Melissa jumped out. “You can check your tires. I’ll get a table and meet you inside.”


The Tuscan Villa was a storefront with a deep interior. It was built with an abundance of wood, both on the floors and in the walls. The right-hand side of the large room had an oil painting of an Italian street scene.


Melissa chose a table in the back of the restaurant, away from the window. She sat with her back to the door. A candle in a fishnet-wrapped globe burned in the center of the thick, crisp, white tablecloth. She bent close and blew the candle out.


Getz arrived at the table, exhaled loudly. “The tires looked okay; I don’t know what you were hearing.”


Melissa shrugged. “Maybe just road noise. Never hurts to be careful.”


After he was seated, he ordered a seafood plate. He tried to get Melissa to do the same, but she demurred. She kept her back turned to the server and ordered only salad and bread sticks.


She wondered what Aaron Getz had in mind. No, correct that. She knew what Aaron Getz had in mind. What was in doubt was how the evening would turn out for Mr. Getz, not for her. Either way, it was not going to be what he expected.


Dinner arrived. Melissa reached down for her purse on the floor as the server put the plates on the table, keeping her face from view.


“I had another thought,” said Melissa. “For the virtual friend concept. Have you considered having living people do virtual clones of themselves?”


Getz raised an eyebrow in query as he lifted a bread stick to his mouth.


“Suppose a person wants to come up with a virtual representation of himself. A virtual clone. He works through a battery of questions. We get his or her history, psych profile, everything. We do it all on a secure website so the person’s privacy is protected. When it’s all complete, the person can put it to work on Facebook or any other venue he chooses.”


He put his tongue against the inside of his cheek. “Hmmm, maybe, I see what you mean. Instead of us building out celebrities on our own, the celeb himself may wish to take ownership of his virtual clone for his own purposes? Frankly, we had not considered that. Well done!”


“Not just that. Not just celebrities. I’m thinking far out now. You tell me if I’m going too far. What about a father? He’s got cancer, and he wants to leave something of himself for his family. Someone who’ll be here when he is actually gone? And maybe a mother wants a clone of her sixteen-year-old daughter, so she’ll always have her the way she remembers her?”


“Hey, you are thinking.” He tapped his finger against the tabletop. “I knew hiring you was going to be a good move for us.” He sat back, turned his head and waved toward the server, who was setting up a nearby table. “Hey, can we get a couple of cappuccinos?”


Minutes later, two of the Italian coffees arrived with a small biscotto on the side. When the dinner plates were cleared away, he gave her that look again. Familiar, conspiratorial. “We anticipate there will be a dark side to this too. What’s to stop a man from coming up with a virtual girlfriend? Or a lonely housewife conjuring up the man of her dreams? The truth of the matter is, there is nothing to stop that.”


“True. I’ve considered that. This sort of thing is open to all sorts of abuse. I don’t know how we could avoid it.”


A hint of a smile played on his lips. “Nor would we want to. We’re running a business, not a church. The philosophy of VirtualFriendMe is, if you’re not hurting someone else, then we are not going to interfere.” He leaned forward. “What do you think, Melissa? I like the philosophy. I mean, if you’re not hurting anyone, what’s the harm? People can do what they want.”


“I suppose so.”


“We just need to keep enough safeguards in place to keep it out of the newspapers.”


He dropped his eyes, looked back up at Melissa, and smiled. A sort of smile that spoke condescension and power at the same time.


“Like you and me, Melissa. I think it’s important we get along well, don’t you? Even more than just in the professional sense, we need to know we are—well—compatible.”


She nodded, knowing what was coming next. Compatible. That word was growing more and more distasteful to her ears.


He looked at Melissa, his brow furrowed. “Do you think we’re going to get along well, Melissa?”


“Yes, Aaron. I think we are going to get along very, very well,” she said, unsmiling.


“There’s a place I like to go sometimes, not too far from here. Last place in the world anyone would ever look for two people.” The words seemed to hang in the air.


“Yes?”


“Well,” he said, “I thought that, you know . . .”


“We could go there? Is that what you mean? That you want me to go there with you?”


He nodded, head bobbing like a plaster figure. “Yes, when we’re done with dinner . . .”


“Sure, Aaron. Let’s go there. Let’s see what your world is really like.”


•  •  •


THE TOWN CENTER MOTEL had lost its luster. Perhaps there had been a time when it catered to a straight business clientele, but the flight of the middle class to the suburbs back in the seventies had taken its toll. The large outer wall of the motel was finished in rough concrete, painted over with crude lettering advertising rooms by the day, the week, and the month. A smaller sign hung under a bare bulb by the office advertising the $25 hourly rate.


Getz pulled the SUV into a space at the far end of the building, hidden in the shadow of a balcony overhang. “Wait here, I’ll take care of this.” He fumbled in his pockets and came up with a small roll of cash. Another smile.


Melissa watched from inside the SUV as he walked to the office. It was a walkup window where he pushed his money through a metal drawer. The clerk was hidden somewhere behind a wall of thick glass. She shivered, and clutched her handbag. Stay calm. Don’t start shaking.


He returned with a key on a large ring. He walked to the door in front of the car and used the key to open it. He’s been here before. He knew where to park where we wouldn’t be noticed. Standing in the open doorway, he beckoned to her.


Melissa opened the car door and stepped onto the decaying asphalt. The car chirped as the door locked behind her. He must have used his key fob to lock it. Only one way to go now. She walked from behind the SUV to the door of the motel room, where the dim yellow light from inside seemed to puddle on the walkway in front of it.


The motel office sign was visible from this end of the building, but not the window. They would not see who Getz had brought this time. A block wall hid their faces from any pedestrian that dared to walk these streets at night.


She stepped in, stopped short. The room felt sticky and had a strong scent of industrial disinfectant. A faded shag rug covered the floor, and a television with an artificial wood cabinet sat on a glossy veneered table. The table, like the television on it, was marked by burns from cigarettes.


Getz walked to the bed and turned it down. “This place isn’t much, but the sheets are clean. That’s enough, right?”


“It’s all that matters.” Melissa fingered the zipper of her pantsuit jacket, making sure Getz saw what she did. “Aaron, pull the top sheet all the way down, will you? Why don’t you lie down and let me rub your back for a while, okay? We can talk for a few minutes. I’m a little nervous. It will help me relax.”


Like I could relax in this slime pit.


Getz complied, lying down on his stomach with his face on the pillow. “How’s this?” His voice sounded muffled.


“Great. Now close your eyes. Start thinking about us working together.”


“Oh, yeah. I’m feeling more comfortable all the time.”


Melissa set her handbag softly on the bed as she sat down next to the prone man. With her left hand she rubbed his shoulder in a circular motion. With her right she reached into the bag and withdrew the scissors. Light flashed on the blades as they came silently out of the cloth bag. “Are you ready to check out our compatibility?”


“Mmmmmmm.”


With her left thumb Melissa felt along the base of Getz’s skull until she touched the concave area where the two tendons meet under the base of his skull. “Feel good?”


“Mmmmmmm.”


“Let’s get rid of that tension.” She began rubbing in the depression, making sure of the spot.


“Good-bye, Mr. Getz.”


Getz’s eyes opened. Too late.


Melissa shoved the scissor handles with the butt of her hand into the spot she’d located on his neck. The sharp blades passed through the epidermal layer and into the muscle layer beneath. She leaned in and pushed harder as the flesh crunched and tore with the passage of the stainless steel tips. At the end, there was a soft pop as the brain stem parted into two useless pieces.


Getz’s legs stiffened and kicked one time as she listened to the final rush of air leaving his lungs.


“For compatibility’s sake, Mr. Getz.” White-knuckled, she gripped the handles and moved them around in a wide arc inside Getz’s skull before withdrawing them.


There was very little blood. Just a stain at the top of the polo’s collar. She wiped the scissors off on the back of his shirt, and rinsed them clean in the bathroom sink. Then, from her purse she took out a plastic bag, sealed the scissors inside, and tucked the bag back into the purse.


Stay calm, Melissa.


She removed the sealed wet-wipe envelope she’d brought, tore off the edge, and extracted the alcohol-soaked fabric. Her thin fingers trembled slightly as she wiped down the table, the doorknobs, everything she had touched. No one had seen her enter, she was sure of that. The SUV was still parked in the shadow of the building, the passenger side invisible to the motel office. She could walk in the direction away from the office without being seen.


Melissa turned out the light in the room. Only a soft, muted glow from inside the plastic case of the television remained. Eyes closed softly, she accustomed herself to the absence of light.


She gave Getz no more than a glance as she left, turning the knob with the stiffening wet wipe. She would dispose of that somewhere on the way back.


She looked left, right. No cameras, no strange people with their prying eyes.


No one had seen her face at the restaurant. Hadn’t she even made sure they walked in separately? Darkness had shrouded her time at the motel. There wouldn’t even be any DNA evidence. No taxi records. Nothing.


Confident, she stepped into the darkness for the long walk back to her home.


Much later, she made out the pale glare of lights from a convenience store near her home where they spilled out onto the parking lot on a young man who was pumping gasoline. She wondered absently why her hands felt so dry, then went inside the store and bought a tube of hand lotion. As she walked the final few blocks to her home, she rubbed the lotion into her skin.


Her eyes surveyed the dark sky. It was such a pleasant, pretty night.





CHAPTER THREE


Unfulfilled


Four Years Later


A September mist fell across the fields and the evening fog glittered on the Taurus’s windshield. Scott Douglas leaned forward toward the glass. There were always deer, raccoons, or something just waiting by the side of the road to jump out and cause an accident.


I’m late again. What is Rachel going to think?


A quick glance at the car clock: 8:03. Maybe the kids would still be up, but for the third time this week he had missed dinner. A pair of green eyes winked luminous in the darkness on the side of the road.


The houses were familiar now. The blue glow of their wall-sized television screens poured out of the windows to diffuse in the darkness. Ahead, the blue and white reflectors on his mailbox caught the beams of his headlights. Home.


Scott turned the car into the driveway, the sound of the gravel popping under his tires as they bit into the surface. He pressed the button clipped to his visor and the garage door began to lift and spill bright light out onto the drive.


Home. Finally.


He walked into the dark kitchen. Tapping sounds were coming from the living room. The sound of a keyboard. “Rachel? Are you in there?”


Rachel swiveled in her chair and smiled at her husband. “Oh, you’re home already. I thought you’d be later.” She stood to face him. “I put the kids to bed about fifteen minutes ago. We didn’t know when you’d get here.”


“I got tired and left early. I’ll go in a little early tomorrow and finish up before everyone gets there.” He half-smiled and turned his head toward the stairway. “I really wanted to see Scotty and Angela before they went to bed. Is Scotty excited about his birthday?”


“Oh, yeah. He’s super excited. It’s all he can talk about. Mom and Dad are coming up, you remember.”


“Did you already tell me that? Where’s my head? But yes, that’s great. I’ll be there if I don’t get stuck at work.”


“Do you want something to eat? We got pizza from The Great Santini tonight after I took the kids to the mall. Scotty needed some things for preschool.”


Scott tried not to show his disappointment. He missed some real home cooking, but he tried not to blame Rachel. She was probably doing her best. She never knew when he’d be home anymore, and that made it hard for her to plan any nice meals. Plus, she had the kids to take care of, and probably a million other things. Somehow his mother had always managed to have a hot dinner on the table, though.


He worked too much. That was for sure. Four years at Castle Investments had taught him one thing—that work was never done. If he worked sixteen hours a day he still wouldn’t be able to keep up with all his accounts. He managed retirement portfolios for serious people, and they expected him to be on top of every market trend and shift twenty-four hours a day. Sometimes it seemed like the harder he worked, the more he had left to do at the end of the day and he was wearing out.


“Sure, pizza’s fine.” The resignation in his voice must have been apparent, because Rachel set her jaw as she walked into the kitchen and flipped on the light switch.


“I mean it, Rachel. Pizza’s fine. I’m just tired tonight.”


•  •  •


RACHEL’S EYES NARROWED, her body stiffened. “You know what, Scott? I’m sorry. I’m sorry all I have is pizza. I’m sure your mother would have done better.”


She turned her back to him as she opened the refrigerator door. “But I didn’t know when you’d come home, did I? Last night it was almost ten o’clock before you got here, and you never even called to tell me where you were.”


“Where I was?” Scott sighed. “You didn’t know where I was? Where would I be except at work? Where am I ever except at work?”


Rachel felt the heat rise into her face. It seemed to radiate as the discouragement flowed from her. “Well, isn’t that just the question? You’re right. Where are you ever except at work? At least you say that’s where you are.”


Her conscience stabbed at her. Why had she said that to him? She knew he was at work. He was a good man, a faithful man. But didn’t he know she and the children deserved some time with him too?


Scott slapped both hands down on the kitchen counter. “What? You doubt that I’m really at work? You think I’m . . . what?”


“No, no. I’m sorry.” She ran her hand through her hair. “All I mean is—”


“I have no clue what you mean when you say things like that. I just know what you said. And you implied I might be lying to you about working at night. That’s all I needed to hear.” Scott spun away from her. “Do whatever you like. Watch TV, whatever. I’m going out and get some actual food, not another pizza, and maybe I’ll even get some salad with it.” He turned toward the hallway that led to the garage.


“Scott, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it.” She wanted to run after him, pull him back, but he was already gone. The garage door hummed as it raised and lowered. The glow from his headlights flickered across the window as he pulled the car out onto the road, back into the darkness.


“I really am sorry.” To the emptiness where her husband had stood just moments before she said, “I would have made you a salad.”


Helplessness rushed in, filling the void left by the outpouring of frustration, anger, and discouragement. She wanted to be a good wife to Scott, but where was he when she needed him? All day, every day, cooped up with the children. Never any relief. Didn’t he understand at all what she was going through?


She wanted him to come home before dinnertime and take the two little ones out in the yard. Give her a break so she could work on getting a nice meal ready. She loved them with all her heart, but was there ever going to be any time for herself? From morning to night, from when they scrambled out of bed until she tucked the children under their covers, her day was consumed with taking care of them.


All she wanted was for Scott to come home and do his part. Other fathers came home. Why couldn’t he?





CHAPTER FOUR


Discouragement


Rachel waited up for Scott that night, but when he finally returned just before two o’clock in the morning, he went to bed without a word. Walked by her as if she did not exist. Where had he been? Had he seen someone else? Some other woman?


What did he expect from her? He’d said he wanted a family. Well, she’d given him a family. She’d given him everything he asked for, and never said No, never claimed she had a headache. She simply wanted him to walk in the door in the evening and show her it was worth it by his love. Why did she have to feel like this was her fault?


Sleep was a series of dreamless fits and starts, until finally Scott moved next to her in the bed. She opened her tired eyes to look at the alarm clock on the table. 6:10. Time to get up and make breakfast for her family. She closed her eyes for just a few minutes more. The next thing she knew, she could hear the sound of shower water. She hadn’t even noticed when Scott got out of bed.


She pulled herself to her feet, put on her robe, and made her way downstairs. In the kitchen she put on a pot of coffee and got out the skillet. Scott would like bacon and eggs. Home-cooked. Whatever he’d been up to last night, she could find out later. She would be the kind of wife he wanted her to be.


The sliding door of their bedroom closet upstairs thumped. Scott was getting dressed for work.


The aroma of the freshly brewed coffee filled the kitchen. Scott would smell it upstairs too, and maybe it would put him in a better mood. She took his travel cup from the kitchen sink and filled it with hot water, warming it for him before he filled it with coffee. Then she set out a plate and napkin on the dining room table, just the way he liked.


Was she only going through the motions of marriage? She shook off the feeling, then imagined herself working outside in the flower garden, never lifting her head, oblivious to the heavy, dark clouds overwhelming the horizon. If a storm was coming, she was doing her best to imagine it away.


Ugh, how did she look? She ran a hand through her hair. What would Scott think when he saw her?


She sneaked into the downstairs bathroom, glad Scott had not seen her this morning. Standing before the mirror, she brushed the tangles and snarls out. She turned, imagining what she must look like to Scott as the very first person he saw in the morning.


Not a pretty sight. She wasn’t pretty. She dropped her hands to her sides and looked down toward where her toes should be. She couldn’t see them, not yet. She needed to lose thirty-five more pounds, but it was so hard to get them off.


Twelve weeks in the Hugest Loser group and only an eight-pound weight loss. She turned to her side and ran her hands over the robe where it covered her stomach. She had looked like this since she was pregnant with Angela. Actually, she looked like this when she was pregnant with Angela. She had never lost the weight she had picked up during her pregnancy. Maybe she never would. Did Scott think she didn’t care how she looked, didn’t try?


Scott came downstairs, his shoes klumping on the steps.


Rachel splashed water on her face, tried to rub the sleepiness out of her eyes. She may not be able to look pretty for Scott, but she didn’t want to look like she had just fallen out of bed either. She straightened the robe as best she could, and went out to the kitchen to greet her husband.


The familiar whirring of the garage door . . . she searched the kitchen counter. The travel cup was gone. Scott was gone. He had left for work without even telling her good-bye.


She was surprised at the words that came in a rush. “That’s how you want it? Fine. Maybe I’ll find someone else to talk to.”





CHAPTER FIVE


Jane


The painful memory of Scott’s departure was still on Rachel’s mind when she got home from taking four-year-old Scotty to preschool. She put Angela down for a nap, came quietly back downstairs, and stood by a window.


She had to get it together. No matter how it felt, it wasn’t abandonment. He was just upset. They were still husband and wife.


Marriage. From the time she was a little girl, getting married, having her own family, had been the dream of her life.


Supporting it with one hand as if it were fragile, she picked up her wedding album and placed it carefully on the coffee table. This beautiful book, with its embroidered cover, encapsulated all the hopes and dreams of her life. Her family, husband, and friends were all there.


Suzanne.


She bit back the pain before she opened the book. The hoarse, faraway voice of Suzanne’s husband, Rick, echoed in her ears. “The cancer finally got her, Rachel. She wanted me to tell you she loved you and she’d always be your friend.”


On that awful night two years ago, her best friend and maid of honor had finally lost her yearlong battle with epithelial ovarian cancer. Only 18 percent of those who reached stage four would survive. Suzanne had not been one of them.


Rachel carefully lifted the cover and looked at the first page. There was the wedding license for Rachel Joy Anderson and Scott Randall Douglas. The happy, loving couple in the picture on the opposite page looked so hopeful, so free of worry. Her fingertip traced a line along Scott’s jaw. She loved him so much. What was wrong? She missed him, missed him so much. The man that came home at night wasn’t the same. She wanted this man, the one in the picture.


On the next page were her mother and father. And there was Scott’s family. They were all such good people. Surely they had their share of problems too, didn’t they? Of course they did.


There was Suzanne, radiant as maid of honor. It seemed so long ago now, when they had hugged each other in the hotel dressing room. Best friends forever. Those poignant words were filled with such meaning now. She would see her friend again, someday. When all this life was past and they were in heaven together. How wonderful that would be.


But I wish you were here right now to talk to me.


Rachel closed the wedding album. The soft puff as the heavy cover came together triggered something in her heart.


Doesn’t Scott know how much I love him? How much I need him?


Then anger began to rise inside her. Anger that burned down into resentment for a husband that treated her so callously. She was a wife, not a rug. Having children didn’t turn her into an unpaid housekeeper. At least it wasn’t supposed to be that way.


She needed a friend. A friend who was really a friend. Someone who cared about her.


Last night on Facebook, she’d spent time dipping into the lives of friends and strangers, curious about what was going on. A sidebar advertisement of some kind had shown up on the screen. What was it again? Something about visual friends? No, not visual. Virtual.


She went to the computer in the living room, brought up a search page, and typed in virtual friend.


She scanned down the page. There. Is that it?


Real Virtual Friends—VirtualFriendMe


www.virtualfriendme.com


Home of real virtual friends. Friends just like the real thing.


She clicked on the link.


The images on the screen faded until all that was left was the white background. Then she heard a woman’s voice.


“Are you ready for this?”


A brief pause, then the shoulder-up likeness of a young woman appeared on the left side of the screen. She wore a red top. Shoulder-length hair fell around her neck. At first it didn’t look like anything else would happen. But no, she was breathing. At least she looked like she was breathing. Yes, moving, blinking, as if waiting for someone to notice her.


The image smiled. Her eyes wrinkled at the edges. “I asked you if you were ready for this, didn’t I?” The eyes opened wider. “Hmmm?”


Rachel fell back against her chair, feeling like someone had pushed her. It’s so real.


“I know, you’re surprised.” The face assumed a compassionate look. “I never mean to scare anyone. I never know what to expect either. I can’t see you, you know. All I know about you is what you tell me.” Pause. “And you haven’t told me anything yet, have you?”


“Will you tell me your name?” The face looked down to the lower right-hand corner of the screen, where a small box appeared. A blue cursor blinked in the box. “Just type your name in the box, then we’ll get properly introduced. My name is Jane. What’s yours?” She raised her eyebrows, and motioned to the box with a slight tip of her head.
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