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“I date dead people—dead movie stars.”

“I always had some talent with this Ouija board . . .
my grandmum gave me this when I was a kid. Been
toying with it ever since. I just had never used it to get
dates before . . . well, before I gave up on breathing
men. Sarah . . . breathe, Sarah.”

Sarah sucked in a lungful. “You’re serious.”

“Dead serious.”

“Omigod. Look, Anne, thanks for thinking of me and
all. But I really do get dates. Once in a while, and—"

“But nothing special, I bet. No one lights your fire.”
Anne knew she had Sarah there. She suspected the girl
hadn’t been out in months.

“No, nothing special,” Sarah admitted. She dropped
her gaze to the Ouija board.

“Then why not double with me? It'll be an other-
wordly experience. I guarantee it.”

Sarah visibly shuddered.

“I wanted to go . . . want to go out . . . with Clark
Gable.” Anne’s expression turned wistful. “I’ve been try-
ing to channel him for better than a year.”

“Clark Gable.” Sarah’s voice turned dreamy. She
looked at the posters again, they were all Gable movies.
“I love Clark Gable.”

—From “Anne of One Gable” by Jean Rabe
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INTRODUCTION

Denise Little

M ost people would agree that dating, especially in the
very early stages of a relationship, is terrifying. First
dates rank up there with public speaking, the dentist, and
death in national polls ranking stressful situations. In
other words, a significant number of people would liter-
ally rather die than go on a first date. There’s a reason
that dating services have become a high-profile
business—nobody likes suffering through a painful few
hours with an obviously unsuitable person, waiting for
the moment when a speedy exit is politely possible. As
an anecdotal measure of how much people hate the
thought of first dates, I have a friend who refuses to get
a divorce, despite being in a very difficult relationship,
because she’d rather be married to the monster she
knows than have to date again.

There are excellent reasons to fear a first date. First
and foremost, meeting with unknown or barely known
persons carries all kinds of risks. Some of the question
that arise around a first date are fairly straightforward,
even when things are going well: Is he who he says he
is? Is she “normal”? Are we compatible? Is she going
to expect more than a kiss at the end of the evening?
Am I going to want more than a kiss? What if I do?
Should I say so? If I say so, will he think I'm some kind
of sex addict? And so on . . . for hours. It’s a mental
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game that can drive a person insane before and during
a first date.

When things aren’t going well, then the really bizarre
questions start, the ones that replay all the nightmare
scenarios from every bad movie ever made, beginning
with the banal and ascending to the terrifying: Is it possi-
ble to die of boredom? If I try to duck out the back to
escape, will this person come after me with a gun? What
mental institution did this person escape from? Is this a
serial killer? Is this person even human? Am I going to
get out of this alive?

Needless to say, most of us have more of the former
than the latter kind of dates. But almost every person
I’'ve ever met has a bizarre dating story, where danger
and fear and a touch of the otherworldly sent chills up
our spines despite all the bright lights of the very public
meeting place so essential to first dates.

Dating, especially when things go wrong, can skate aw-
fully close to the edge of an emotional and personal melt-
down. When things go really wrong, dating can become
life-threatening. In fact, it ought, I thought after one of
those kinds of dates, to make for interesting fiction. So,
after I got home safely and took a few deep breaths, I
posed the following question to a bunch of my writer
friends:

What happens when the person you’re dating
REALLY isn’t who he/she says he/she is? Feel free to
take it as far out as you want, from mystical mismatches
to vampire sex to unicorn confrontations and beyond.

You're holding the fruit of those speculations in your
hand—the writerly version of “It’s just a date. What
could go wrong?”’ Most of these dates end up happily.
A few end up horribly. Just as in real life, fictional mys-
tery dates can be risky. But they are all fascinating jour-
neys. I hope you enjoy the ride as much as I did.
Happy reading!



WHO’S BEHIND THE DOOR?

Diane A.S. Stuckart

Diane A. S. Stuckart is a member of that proud
breed, the native Texan. Born in the West Texas
town of Lubbock and raised in Dallas, she
crossed the Red River just long enough to obtain
her degree in Journalism from the University of
Oklahoma before returning home to the Lone
Star State. Writing under her own name, Diane
is the author of several pieces of short fiction
found in various DAW Books anthologies, in-
cluding Front Lines and Sorcerer’s Academy.
Writing as Alexa Smart and Anna Gerard, she
has published five critically acclaimed historical
romance novels, the first of which was a Ro-
mance Writers of America Golden Heart award
finalist.

Diane recently moved to the West Palm
Beach area of Florida, where she is finding new
sources of inspiration among the alligators and
palm trees. She has been married to her college
boyfriend, Gerry, for more years than she cares
to admit. She is thankful that the only dates she
has to go on these days are doggie play dates
with her pups!

“Hey, look what I found!”

Dana’s voice sounded muffled, no doubt because

3
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her entire upper body was wedged between an old
steamer trunk and a decaying horsehair sofa. Still, her
words held sufficient enthusiasm that Viv looked up from
the stack of warped record albums she was sorting and
wondered what so-called treasure her older sister had
unearthed this time.

She and Dana were into their first day of clearing de-
cades’ worth of accumulated junk from the dusty garret
of the fifties bungalow that they’d recently purchased
together. The attic took up maybe a third of the house’s
second story, with two bedrooms and a full bath compris-
ing the remainder of the floor. Thankfully, that storage
space was reached by a door at the end of the hall, rather
than via one of those pull-down ladders that required
acrobatic skills to negotiate while carrying anything
larger than an envelope.

Filling the attic was the typical detritus that the previ-
ous owner’s heirs—the old woman who had lived there
had recently passed away—hadn’t bothered to carry off
for themselves. Boxes of forgotten baby clothes, the
ubiquitous stacks of National Geographic magazines, fur-
niture that had long since made the transition from
shabby chic to merely shabby . . . this and more lay
beneath its eaves.

A few items they’d thus far uncovered had some col-
lectible value; those, they would put up for sale on one
of the on-line auction sites. But most of the remaining
clutter was destined for the oversized dumpster parked
on the front lawn, meaning they could look forward to
a goodly number of trips up and down the main stairway
over the next few days. Quite a workout for a couple of
forty-something broads, Viv thought with a small sigh.

Not that the pair would be living there for much more
than a few weeks. They had bought the place as a “flip,”
purchasing it on the cheap, with their goal to remodel
and resell it as quickly as possible, while making a tidy
profit for a couple of months’ work. This house would
make their fourth flip in a little more than a year, and
as a result they pretty well had the process down to a
science. If all went well, Viv told herself, they would
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have the place papered and painted and back on the
market by the middle of next month.

Dana, meanwhile, had freed her lanky frame and nar-
rowly avoided smacking into the bare light bulb that
hung from the beam above her. Black dirt streaked her
sweaty cheeks, while her auburn curls—the startling
color courtesy of Miss Clairol rather than Mother
Nature—stuck out in all directions. The effect, Viv
thought with an inner grin, was rather like a middle-aged
pagan warrior queen returning home from a battle.

And Queen Dana did not return empty-handed. She
triumphantly displayed her plunder . . . a flat, dusty box
with one corner crushed, and the other three held to-
gether with bits of yellowed tape.

“Look, do you believe it?”

“Hurrah, another board game,” Viv responded with a
roll of her eyes. “What’s that, number fifteen or sixteen,
so far?”

“It’s number seven, smart ass . . . but it’s not just any
game. It’s the game.”

“The game?”’

Viv stared at her, puzzled, until her sister hummed a
few notes that stirred a long dormant memory to life.
The catchy theme music from a sixties-era TV commer-
cial began to play in her mind, while bits and pieces of
long-forgotten lyrics to that song drifted through her
head.

Don’t tempt fate . . . don’t you wait . . . he’s your
blind date.

Understanding dawned, and she dropped the albums
to scramble to her feet, gasping in disbelief. “The game?’
she repeated. “You mean—"’

“Uh, huh.” Dana nodded, grinning, and held the rect-
angular box out to her.

Viv reached for it, embarrassed to realize that her
hands were trembling as she took the game. She pulled
off the bandana that covered her own silver-streaked
dark curls and used the red cloth to clear the thin blanket
of dust from the cardboard lid.

A few swipes revealed the familiar illustration of a pert
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sixties teen in an ankle-length blue party dress topped by
a gauzy silver wrap, the colors only slightly faded with
the passage of four decades since the game was new. A
gaggle of equally perky girls in various cute outfits clus-
tered behind her, looking as if they’d been caught in
mid-gossip. But the party girl paid them no heed, her
attention instead fixed on red door that had been pulled
aside to reveal the smiling, clean-cut youth in a brown
suit waiting behind it.

“Oh, my God,” she breathed in equal parts amuse-
ment and longing. “It’s Blind Date.”

She gazed back up at Dana, matching her sister’s grin
with one of her own. It had been their favorite diversion
from sixth grade all the way through junior high, a simple
board game where every roll of the bright red die took
the giggling players around the board trying to collect
matching pastel-colored cards. Each move also took
them closer to their goal of opening the red plastic door
in the board’s center to reveal their blind date—a paste-
board photo of a dreamboat class-president type, or else
the geeky loser guy with cowlicky hair and mismatched
clothes.

The perfect rehearsal for high school life, they had
wisely assured one another every time they played.

Now, the sight of the well-loved box made her heart
beat a bit faster, just as it had when she was a girl. While
one part of her grown-up, liberated, long-divorced self
obediently sneered now at the game’s stereotypical mes-
sage, the little girl in her still ooh’d and ah’d over the
illustrated teens’ sixties-fashionable outfits and their
shiny, all-American beaus.

She hugged the game to herself in a proprietary fash-
ion. Then, striving for a casual tone, she looked back up
at her older sister and asked, “So, you wanna play?”’

An hour later, they had both showered and made their
way downstairs to the cozy living room, with its white
brick fireplace flanked by ceiling-high white painted
built-in shelves. To break up the whiteness, they had
furnished the space with some equally cozy consignment



WHO’S BEHIND THE DOOR? 7

shop finds—a cheerful blue and yellow plaid couch, coor-
dinating blue wing chair, and a serviceable oval-shaped
coffee table stained a warm shade of golden oak. The
plan was to strip the brick down to its original finish and
stain the shelves, budget and time permitting, but for
now the bright fabrics helped tone down the hospital
look of the room.

The game sat in the middle of the table, along with
two glasses of white wine, a bag of corn chips, and big
bowl of salsa. Since it was late afternoon, they’d agreed
to call it a day and have themselves a little happy hour
before taking on the more serious task of deciding on
supper. One benefit of living with one’s sister instead of
a spouse, Viv told herself . . . if neither of them felt like
cooking, they could eat cold cereal, and no one would
pitch a fit.

Viv kicked off her loafers and sat cross-legged on the
floor beside the coffee table. Dana, who rarely wore
shoes, simply plopped down on the opposite side of the
table and grabbed one of the wine glasses. “Nice outfit,”
she commented before taking a sip.

Viv felt herself blush. “Big deal,” she said, a bit defen-
sively. “So I put on slacks and a blouse instead of a T-
shirt and shorts. We’ve been in that blasted attic all day,
and I'm tired of looking like a bum. Unlike some peo-
ple,” she added with a pointed look at her sister’s mis-
matched sweats.

Dana merely grinned as she glanced down at the bright
yellow velour top over baggy blue cotton workout pants,
and then raised her plucked brows in an exaggerated
fashion. “And do my eyes deceive me, or did you put
on lipstick, too?”

“Yes ... I mean, no ... uh,” Viv sputtered, and then
finally gave in to good-natured laughter as she reached
for her own wine. “OK, I confess. I dressed up to play
the game, just like we always used to do when we were
kids. Satisfied?”

“Absolutely. And now I will confess that I put on
clean underwear And deodorant in the hopes that maybe
I'll score Mr. Prom King.”
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She set down her glass and used a chip to scoop up
an oversized dollop of salsa, which she managed to get
from bowl to mouth without dripping any onto her but-
tercup colored top. “Well, go ahead,” she urged. “Open
the box and set up the game.”

Viv set down her own glass and wiped her fingers on
her slacks to dry the bit of condensation from the chilled
wine. Not that dampness would do much further damage
to the game box, anyway. Here in the brighter light of
the living room, she could see that it was even more
battered than she’d thought. Hopefully all the pieces
were still there, she told herself as she lifted the lid and
peered inside.

“Wow.” This came from Dana, who had bent for a
closer look. “The box is pretty beat up, but check out
the game. It looks brand new.”

“It does. Why, no one ever even punched out the
pieces from the cardboard.”

Viv held up the heavy pasteboard sheet. It bore the
shiny figures of four girls that resembled paper dolls, save
that they already wore mod sleeveless sundresses with
matching pumps. They were identical except for their
dress color . . . one in purple, one dressed in hot pink,
the third wearing blue, and fourth in green. The matching
stands lay neatly in the box, along with the bright red
die and the board itself.

She hesitated, her practical side reminding herself that
the game would be worth much more if she left the
pieces intact and simply sold it online. Her sister had no
such scruples.

“Go ahead, punch them out,” Dana urged her through
another bite of chip and salsa. “For Chrissakes, it’s not
like you’re holding an original copy of the Declaration
of Independence or something. You already know you’re
going to keep the game, so you might as well enjoy it.
Just pretend you’re ten years old again and do it.”

“Are you sure?”’

“Positive. Besides,” she added with a playful smirk,
“this will be the closest you’ve been to having a date in
what, two years? No way I’'m going to let you spoil your
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chances landing Mr. Dreamboat, even if he’s a pretend
squeeze.”

“It’s only been eight months,” Viv protested, slightly
stung. Eight months, three weeks, and a day, not that it
mattered. Besides, she’d always been pickier about her
men than Dana was. “OK, maybe it’s been awhile, but
we’ve been too busy fixing up houses to go out on dates,
and you know it.”

“Well, maybe you have.” The smirk broadened a bit,
and Dana added a wink. “Anyhow, forget about that.
I’'ve got dibsies on the pink girl.”

“No way!”

Forgetting her momentary pique with her sister, Viv
quickly separated Miss Pretty-in-Pink from the others,
then grabbed the matching stand and triumphantly set
the pasteboard figure before her. “You know I always
get the pink girl. Here, you can have any of the other
three . . . just try not to get any salsa on them!” she
finished with a small shriek as Dana snatched the sheet
from her and started punching out the girl in purple.

The game cards in four different colors emblazoned
with different parts of four various date outfits came
next, and then the fat red die . . . and finally, the board.
Viv reverently set aside the box and laid the game board
in its place, then picked up the cards. They were still so
new-feeling that she carefully cut and recut them a num-
ber of times to mix them instead of relying on the good
old two-handed shuffle that might have creased their
pristine edges. With everything organized, she sat back
and picked up her wine again, savoring the sight of the
shiny new game before her.

“Well, what are you waiting for?”” Dana demanded,
wiping a drip of salsa from her chin. “Roll the die and
let’s see who goes first.”

Viv won that first roll and dealt a couple of cards to
each of them, then set Miss Pink on her path toward the
big date.

The game moved swiftly. Each turn consisted of a roll
of the die and moving the correct number of spaces,
followed by picking or discarding however many cards
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the spot they landed on instructed them to take. A few
minutes into the game, Dana had to call a momentary
halt while she brought the wine bottle from the kitchen,
since she’d added an impromptu adults-only rule that
required taking a sip with every toss of the die.

“Just to make it more interesting,” she’d assured Viv.
Giggling, Viv realized she was having as much fun play-
ing the game now as she had when she was a kid.

A few rolls and two-thirds of the second glass later,
Dana gave a triumphant crow. “Aha, got a full set,” she
proclaimed as she snagged a card from Viv’s hand and
gave her one of hers in return. “I’'m ready for that beach
date . . . just gotta land on the right spot now.”

“Not if I do first,” Viv countered.

Rolling the die, she moved Miss Pink down the far side
of the board. “One, two, three, four, five,” she counted,
stopping on the bright pink space with a red heart out-
lined in its center. She set down her cards to show that
she had each of the necessary accoutrements required
for the bicycle date. “Woohoo, look out! It’s time to
open the door.”

“Well, crap.” Dana gave a resigned grin and swallowed
down the rest of her wine. Then, humming a few notes
again from the long-ago TV commercial, she said, “OK,
go for it. But remember, we have to say the words
first. Ready?”

At Viv’s nod, they chorused, ‘“Who’s behind the
door?”

Taking a breath, she reached for the red plastic door
and pulled it open. The same little stir of excitement
she’d always felt as a girl fluttered in her stomach. Please,
please, please let it be one of the cool guys and not the
nerd!

“What the—"

As Viv stared in puzzlement, Dana gave a little shriek
of laughter. “Oh my God, this is hysterical! It’s a freak-
ing UPS guy!”

And, indeed, the card behind the red door showed a
smiling youth dressed in the familiar brown shirt and
brown shorts of that well-known delivery company. Viv
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shook her head and reached for the box lid, with its
illustration of teenage boys. She counted the four dates—
one each dressed for the beach, a bike ride, the prom,
the amusement park—and the loser.

“I don’t understand. That’s not one of them . . . unless
he’s supposed to be the nerd?”

“Well, maybe this is an updated version,” Dana sug-
gested, still giggling. “They do that, you know—change
games to fit the times. Remember Candy Factory?” she
asked, naming a favorite of theirs from kindergarten.
“Heck, they’ve put out version of that on CD. I gave it
to Jenny Floyd’s little boy for his birthday last year.”

“Yeah, I guess that makes sense. Maybe someone
stuck the new game in the old box.” Sighing, she tossed
her cards into the discard pile and pulled the plastic door
closed again, giving the knob a twirl to make sure the
door would reveal a different card next time. “Well, he’s
obviously not the bicycle date. Your turn, Sis.”

“Okay, but let me pour some more wine first.”

Dana had just set the bottle down, when the harsh
buzz of the doorbell made them both jump. Viv frowned
and glanced at her watch, then looked back at her sister.
“It’s almost six. Who can it be, so close to supper time?”

“Probably Cub Scouts selling popcorn. Don’t worry,
I'll get it.”

She headed toward the front door, which was blocked
from Viv’s view by what was supposed to be a decorative
brick half-wall. Eyesore was a better description. Gotta
demo that ugly thing before we paint in here, Viv told
herself. Maybe add some Mexican tile there, to give the
entry a bit of visual separation from the living area with-
out eating up a lot of space.

So distracted was she by that bit of mental remodeling
that she didn’t hear the front door open and close again,
nor notice her sister’s return until Dana was standing
right in front of her. A quizzical look was on her face,
and a large cardboard box was in her arms.

“You are not going to believe this, but that was the
UPS guy at the door.”

“No way.” Viv sat back and grinned at sister’s expres-
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sion. “Talk about a coincidence. That’s got to be the
cabinet hardware I ordered for the kitchen. What, did
you think he jumped out of the game or something?”

“Of course not.” Dana snorted and shook her head,
the puzzled look vanishing. “Like you said, total coinci-
dence. And it’s not like we don’t get something for the
remodel from UPS a couple of times a week.”

“Right. Now hurry up and take your turn.”

“Looks like the advantage is mine,” she said, sitting
back down and rolling the die. “And voila . . . a lovely
three, just for me.”

With exaggerated care, she moved her purple girl three
spots, landing on another pink space with a red heart
outline. She spread out her cards, showing she had all
the beach accessories. “Now, cross your fingers for me,
’cause I'm about to land me a surfer dude. Ready, let’s
say it.”

“Who’s behind the door?” Viv cheerfully echoed her
sister as Dana pulled the red door open. Behind it lay,
not the picture of a cute teenage boy, but that of a
middle-aged plumber, complete with upraised plunger
and drooping trousers.

This time, it was Viv’s turn to burst into gales of laugh-
ter, while Dana simply stared. “Now, there’s a hot date!”
Viv exclaimed when she could speak again. “The beer
belly and the nose hair really make him special. I think
I'll keep my cute little UPS guy, OK?”

“This isn’t funny,” her sister complained, setting down
her wine to pry at the plastic door. “That’s got to be the
wrong set of cards in there.”

“No, don’t tear it up.” Her laughter quickly died as
she pushed her sister’s hand away. “You’ll break it doing
that, and the door won’t ever work right again.”

“Oh, okay.” Dana huffed and sank back onto the rug,
a sulky look on her face as she tossed her cards back
into the discard pile, too. Then, an unwilling grin tugged
at her lips. “That one has to be the nerd. If not, God
help us when we finally find him.”

“Damn right,” Viv agreed as another wave of laughter
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shook her. Trying valiantly to subdue her amusement,
she reached for the die and rolled again.

The sound of the doorbell’s harsh buzz for the second
time in less than ten minutes cut her off in mid-snicker.

She heard Dana’s quick intake of breath. Slowly, their
gazes met before they turned in unison in the direction
of the front door. “No freaking way,” Dana softly said.
“If that’s the plumber at the door—"’

“It’s not,” Viv hurried to assure her sister . . . and
herself. ‘I mean, the plumber actually is coming out but
not until next week, when the new toilet for the powder
room gets here. It’s got to be a neighbor dropping by,
or something.”

“Fine. You get the door, then. I'm sure as hell not
going to.”

Projecting more confidence than she felt, Viv got to
her feet and headed toward the door as the buzzer
sounded a second time. ‘“‘Hold your horses,” she mut-
tered, pausing with her hand on the knob. That was an-
other thing they needed to install, one of those peephole
thingees in the door . . . that, and a chain to go with the
deadbolt. Taking a deep breath, she twisted the knob
and opened it, then gasped out, “Holy shit.”

“Yeah, lady, we hear that one a lot in our business.”

A grinning bald guy in his late thirties stood before
her on the step. He was dressed in a workman’s short-
sleeved blue shirt and navy pants, carrying an oversized
metal toolbox in one hand and a clipboard in the other.
The embroidered name on his shirt proclaimed him to
be Jason, while the ballcap-style hat he wore proclaimed
him a member of the Roto-Rooter team.

Well, at least he was better looking than the guy on
the game card, she faintly told herself. Just to be certain,
she asked, “Y-You’re a plumber?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Jason’s grin faded a little, and he
looked down at his clipboard. “This is 4108 Stanhope,
isn’t it? You need a toilet installed?”’

“Yes, it is . . . and we do. But you weren’t supposed
to be here for another week,” she explained, certain of
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the date she’d agreed upon with the young woman on
the phone yesterday.

Jason squinted at his paperwork again and then gave
his head a disgusted shake. ‘“Never mind. Looks like
someone stuck your ticket in tonight’s emergency call
stack by mistake. According to what’s written here, we're
not scheduled until next week, like you said. Sorry for
the inconvenience.”

“Not a problem,” Viv assured him. Just a coincidence,
she reassured herself. “I guess we’ll see you in a few
days.”

“Me or my partner will be back and take care of things
then. Have a good night.”

She closed the door behind him and turned back to
Dana, who was anxiously watching her from where she
sat crouched behind the coffee table. “It was a plumber,
wasn’t it?”’

Viv nodded, telling herself that the sudden light-
headed feeling that gripped her was the wine kicking in.
She forced a small laugh as she rejoined her sister on
the floor.

“Yes, it was a plumber, and no, there wasn’t anything
magical about it. They got the dates mixed up and sent
someone out tonight instead of next week, like they were
supposed to.”

“Uh, huh.” Dana sounded unconvinced . . . or maybe
she sounded a bit tipsy. She picked up her purple girl
and idly danced her atop the rim of the now empty salsa
bowl. “You know, if you ask me, there’s something
strange about this particular version of Blind Date.”

“And if you ask me, you're being overly dramatic, as
usual. Why don’t we put up the game and fix something
to eat, and then we can watch a video or something?”

“Let’s play one more round. No, just humor me,” she
pressed on as Viv opened her mouth to protest. “One
more, and if we don’t get another strange guy at our
door who looks like the guy behind the game door, I’ll
believe that everything that’s happened was a coin-
cidence.”
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“OK, one more . . . but that’s it.”

This time, rather than giggling, they silently took turns
rolling the die and drawing cards while moving their
pasteboard figures about the board’s perimeter. Finally,
Viv landed on the pink heart square and displayed her
hand, showing all the prom date cards. “Satisfied? Let’s
see what happens now.”

“OK. Who’s behind the door?”” Dana asked, her tone
holding a note of uncertainty. Despite her scoffing, Viv
couldn’t help her own small, superstitious shiver as she
reached for the red plastic door. Coincidence, coinci-
dence, coincidence, she inwardly repeated in some lame
sort of mantra as she pulled the door open to reveal the
date behind it.

“Biker dude,” her sister proclaimed in a wary tone.

The gray-bearded older guy in the picture was covered
head-to-toe in tattoos and black leather, a helmet tucked
beneath one arm. Not exactly a dream date, Viv decided,
unless you were the type of girl who hung out in rough
bars and drank lots of whiskey. “Biker dude,” she agreed
and braced herself for the doorbell to buzz a third time.

It didn’t.

Even so, she and Dana remained at the table, aimlessly
chatting about the remodeling while pretending not to
glance toward the front door every minute or so. When
a half hour had passed, however, and no Hell’s Angel
had appeared on their doorstep, Viv allowed herself a
relieved smile. Briskly, she began packing up the game
again.

“See, the spell’s broken,” she proclaimed in a cheery
tone as she put the battered lid back on the box. Ignoring
the pins and needles in her feet, she managed to stand
again, then reached a helping hand toward her sister.

Dana grabbed the proffered hand and, groaning, got
to her own feet.

“OK, I believe you” she conceded with an answering
smile. “It was all coincidence. So let’s whip up a couple
of omelets and watch a sappy video before we crash for
the night.”
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* * *®

Thud, thud . . . buzz . .. thud, thud ... buzz . . . thud,
thud . . . buzz.

Viv was dreaming she was at a basketball game, with
the players pounding along the wooden court, and the
buzzer going off after each play. Except that the players
were all cardboard girls in bright cardboard dresses wearing
matching high top sneakers, and the ball was a giant red
die. She and Dana were sitting frontcourt cheering them
on, along with the plumber and the UPS guy. Somebody
kept passing them wine . . . probably the plumber. Finally,
the game ended. And yet the thumping and buzzing didn’t.

“What the—"" she muttered groggily. She leaned over
and flipped on the bedside lamp as Dana, wearing only
a long T-shirt, came rushing into the room. She had her
cell phone in one hand and a fireplace poker in the other.

“Someone’s at the door,” she hissed, as the buzzer
sounded again. “I'm going to check it out. Grab a
weapon, you’re coming with me.”

Viv glanced at the alarm clock next to the bed. One-
seventeen a.m. Chances were, it wasn’t the Cub Scouts.
She shoved aside the covers and grabbed the broom
she’d left in the corner, and then swiftly padded down
the stairs after her sister.

Barely had they made it down to the darkened living
room when the doorbell buzzed again, the sound fol-
lowed by another knock. This time, however, they could
hear a faint voice beyond the door. “Anybody home?”

“What do you think?” Dana murmured in her ear.
“Answer, or pretend we’re not here?”

“Answer,” Viv whispered back, much to her own sur-
prise. Stupid, stupid, stupid, her inner voice warned. Ig-
noring the voice, she went on in a low tone, “I’ll flip on
the porch light and open the door at the same time. You
wait behind the wall with the poker in case it’s a mad
killer or something. Hurry!”

Setting aside the broom, she gave Dana a few seconds
to get into place, then gripped the doorknob with one
hand and the light switch with the other. “Ready?”’ she
whispered, “Now.”
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She jerked open the door as the porch light illuminated
the startled face of a man with a salt-and-pepper beard
wearing a black leather jacket and fingerless black
leather gloves. He dangled a motorcycle helmet by its
strap from one hand, while with his other he pressed a
bloodied red bandana to his brow. One knee of his blue
jeans was torn, revealing raw flesh.

“Oh, my God,” Viv gasped. “Are you OK?”

“Just a little banged up,” he rasped out, though his
pallor made her wonder if he wasn’t downplaying his
injuries. “‘Some lunatic without any headlights pulled out
from the curb, and I ran right into his bumper. Son of a
bitch never stopped.” He shook his head in anger, then
winced at the movement. “Anyhow, my cell phone went
flying out of my jacket when I went down, and it’s too
dark to find it. Can I get you to call the cops for me?”

She glanced over at Dana, who had leaned her poker
against the half wall and was staring at the man, opened
mouth. Snapping to attention, her sister flipped open her
own mobile phone and said, “Sure, I'll call ’em. And,
Viv, don’t leave the poor guy standing on the porch.”

“Of course,” Viv replied and switched on the living
room light. Then, abruptly, she realized her silver-brown
curls were sticking out at funny angles and that all she
was wearing was an old blue flannel shirt that had be-
longed to her ex.

The man must have noticed the same thing, for he
backed away from the door, embarrassment putting a bit
of color back into his face. “Hey, it’s the middle of the
night. I don’t want to put you out anymore than I already
have. I'll wait on the porch for the cops, if that’s OK.”

“They’ll be here in a few minutes,” Dana spoke up as
she closed her phone. “You want a glass of water, or a
Band-Aid while you’re waiting?”

“I'm fine,” he insisted, sliding onto the old wicker
chair they’d left on the porch. “And thanks for answering
your door. I tried the place across the street first, because
they had a light still on. Guess they thought I was a mad
killer, or something.”

He gave them a faint smile, and Dana realized that,
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despite the beard and the blood, he was rather good
looking. And he wasn’t much older than she was, she
judged. Too bad she wasn’t into bikers.

Bikers!

She managed not to gasp as she shot Dana a look.
Her sister met her gaze with a lifted brow and a slight
nod, and Viv could all but read her mind. Coincidence?
Riiiight.

“Look, we’ve got to go,” she blurted. “But if you need
anything else, ring the bell.”

She shut the door and turned the deadbolt, then swung
about to face her sister. Dana was looking at the Blind
Date game still sitting neatly on the table, arms extended
and forefingers crossed in the universal sign that meant
“Back off—Evil.” From the unsettled expression on her
face, Viv decided the gesture was not entirely mocking.
Hell, she was tempted to do the same thing, herself. In-
stead, she marched over to the coffee table and grabbed
up the game, then purposely strode over to the built-in
bookcase. Rising up on her toes, she shoved the box up
onto the topmost shelf.

“There, no more game. And tomorrow it goes into the
dumpster. And not a word about the biker guy at our
front door . . . deal?”

“I'm pretending none of this ever happened,” Dana
agreed. “But while we’re waiting on him to clear out”—
neither of them had said anything, but Viv knew they’d
not go back to bed until he was gone— “I'm thinking I
might have some of that chocolate mocha caramel su-
preme that’s in the freezer. You want me to fix you a
bowl?”

While Dana padded off to the kitchen to scoop ice
cream, Viv eased over to the front window and cau-
tiously pulled aside the curtain. At least the police re-
sponse in this part of town was prompt, she told herself.
The red and blue lights of the patrol car now parked at
the curb sent flashes of color spinning across their front
lawn, while the car’s headlights illuminated the battered
motorcycle that sprawled halfway onto the sidewalk. She
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could see the biker talking to the officer, who was using
his headlights for a writing lamp as he took notes.

Viv shivered. Thank God the poor guy wasn’t hurt any
worse than he was. And who in the heck was the hit-and-
run driver that apparently had been lurking out there in
the middle of the night? None of the neighbors parked
in the street at night unless they had guests, and she
hadn’t noticed any strange cars at the curb when she’d
made her last trip to toss junk into the Dumpster. Unless
the lunatic had been considerate enough to leave his wal-
let behind, chances were that the police would never
find him.

She let the curtain drop again and went to join Dana in
the pocket-sized dining nook for her share of ice cream.
Neither spoke in the several minutes it took to finish
their respective bowls. Viv had just licked the final bit
of caramel off her spoon, when the doorbell buzzed.

“Must be your date again,” Dana said, absently frown-
ing at the half scoop of ice cream still left in the con-
tainer. “Do you want me to go with you to the door?”

“No, I can handle it.”

And she meant it. While the entire situation with the
game had become more than a bit unnerving, the biker
himself didn’t set off her internal creep-o-meter. He
seemed like a nice enough man despite the beard and
leather. Besides, she wryly told herself, the police had
all his personal information now, so that if Dana found
her lifeless body on the lawn, at least they’d know who
the guy was who was responsible for killing her.

She opened the door wide enough for him to see her
face and asked, “Did you get everything taken care of
with the police?”

“Report’s filed, though chances are they’ll never find
the guy,” he said, echoing her earlier thought. “Best I
can do is turn a claim into my insurance agency and see
what they will do.” He sighed. “Hell, I just put a new
set of pipes on her, too. They’re pretty well shot now.”

“That’s too bad,” Viv commiserated. She’d seen
enough bits and piece of those bike building shows on
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satellite TV to know some motorcycles cost as much as
cars . . . or even more. “Can you ride it home again?”

“Not a chance. The cop let me use his cell phone, and
a buddy of mine will be by in a minute to pick me up.”
He hesitated, and then went on, “I’ve already put you
out enough tonight, but I need to ask one more favor.
It’s gonna take a trailer to get my bike to the shop, and
tomorrow afternoon would be the soonest I could make
it back here with one. Any chance I could leave my bike
there in the gap between your house and your garage,
in the meantime?”’

She considered the request for a moment before nod-
ding. “I suppose it’s OK. I don’t think Dana would mind,
and I can’t see that the bike would be in the way if it’s
only for a day.”

“You’re the best.” He gave her a lopsided grin, look-
ing suddenly younger than she’d first judged him. “I
don’t know which hurt more, my head, or seeing her all
beat up like that.”

“Her? Your bike is female?”

His grin broadened. “She sure as hell better be. You
won’t catch me straddling no fellow like that.”

“Oh.” Viv felt her face redden, but she couldn’t help
a small smile in return. “I see what you mean. I've always
thought of my cars as guys. By the way, my name is
Viv . . . Vivica Martin. And that was my sister, Dana,
who called the police for you.”

“I'm J.D. Turner,” he replied and stuck out a beefy
hand.

The soft leather of his glove was warm against her
hand, his fingers strong and calloused. She tried to ignore
the tingle that raced up her spine at that brief handshake,
but she couldn’t help recalling that he’d said he had
called a friend to pick him up. A buddy . . . not a girl-
friend or spouse. Still, to be certain, she casually asked,
“Won’t your wife be worried that you’re not home yet?”’

“Honey, the only time she worries about me is when
the alimony check is late.” He glanced back at the street,
where a late model sedan was pulling up. “That’s my
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ride,” he said. “We’ll move the bike real quick, and then
we’ll be out of your hair.”

She remained at the door, leaving the porch light on
until the two men had righted the motorcycle and pushed
it alongside the detached garage, far enough back that it
was hidden from a casual looker. Then, with a final wave,
she closed the door and firmly locked it behind her, lis-
tening until the soft rumble of the departing car faded.
Sighing, she glanced at the clock on the bookshelf. Two-
thirty. Morning was going to come awful darn early.

“He’s gone, but the bike’s still here until tomorrow,”
she told Dana as she padded into the kitchen again. “I
hope you don’t mind, I told J.D. it would be OK.”

“J.D., is it?” Dana gave her a weary smirk and
spooned out the final bit of ice cream from the carton.
“Looks like your date might work out, after all. As for
me, I'm going back to bed, and no plumber or delivery
guy or biker is going to tempt me out of it before noon,
at least!”

It was a little after eight a.m. when Viv dragged herself
out of bed and into the shower. Much as she would have
liked to sleep in, as Dana had said she was going to do,
she couldn’t bring herself to waste the entire morning.
Feeling slightly better after a good quarter hour under
the steamy water, she dressed in jeans and a bright red
sweatshirt; then, tiptoeing so as not to wake up her sister,
she hurried downstairs to the kitchen.

“You’re next,” she muttered to the room as she took
in its worn linoleum, plain white cabinets, and outdated
flowered wallpaper. Keep it cozy, but bring it into this
century. She and Dana had agreed already to ditch the
solid cabinet fronts in favor of paned glass ones and to
replace the scratched laminate countertops with faux
granite. The only open issue was the flooring. She fa-
vored a bright patterned linoleum, while Dana wanted
cool white tile.

Still lots to be done, Viv thought with a sigh. She
poured a bowl of cornflakes which she carried to the



22 Diane A.S. Stuckart

living room, planning to eat while watching her favorite
morning news program. She nearly dropped the bowl,
however, when she walked through the living room door
to find Dana sitting cross-legged beside the coffee table,
the Blind Date game before her.

The board was set for two players. A fan of playing
cards lay face-up at either end, while both the pink and
the purple girls had been resurrected from the box and
stood upon their respective squares. As for Dana, she
still wore last night’s mismatched sweats, hair askew and
dark rings beneath her eyes as she shook the die and
then moved the pink girl five squares. She didn’t look
up until Viv was standing right in front of her.

“What in the hell are you doing?” Viv gasped out,
setting her cereal bowl next to the board. “I thought I
put this thing up last night.”

“I couldn’t sleep, so I took it out again,” Dana coolly
replied, swapping cards between the two hands as the
instructions on the square indicated. “I’'m playing both
sides, but you can have the pink girl back if you want.”

Not waiting for an answer, she rolled the die again,
this time moving the purple cutout along the board. Viv
watched, stunned into unaccustomed silence. She’d seen
this same sort of dull-yet-focused expression that was on
her sister’s face somewhere else before. It reminded her
of Las Vegas, and the glazed look worn by the ubiquitous
chain-smoking old women who perched on metal stools
and single-mindedly fed quarters into slot machines.

“How long have you been playing?” she finally
managed.

Dana shrugged and tossed the die. “Awhile.”

“But why? I thought we agreed to get rid of the game,
after last night?”

“You agreed,” she countered, drawing a couple of
cards from the main pile and discarding the same number
from one hand. “I think we should figure out the game’s
little secret before we toss it out.”

Viv sank down onto the couch and ran a hand through
her silver-brown curls. “There is no secret,” she stated
flatly. ““Last night was a coincidence. I'll even prove it.
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Go ahead and pull apart the plastic door like you wanted
to last night. Let’s see what cards are in there.”

“Can’t do it. I tried.” Dana glanced up at her again,
her bruised looking eyes narrowed now in suspicion.
“Unless you land on the right spot with the right cards
in your hand, the door won’t open. It’s like the entire
thing is melted together into a solid piece. I tried a nail
file and everything, but it didn’t work.”

“OK, so supposing something is strange about the
board. What good does knowing who is going to be at
the door before they actually show up do for you?”

“Hell, I don’t know. But there’s got to be some way
to make it work for us. After all, it can predict the
future . . . at least, part of it.”

She moved the pink girl three more spaces, once again
missing the square with the heart outline. Muttering a
few choice curses, she drew another card, then glared up
at Viv. “Damn game thinks it’s being funny. It doesn’t
want to play right with only one person. I don’t know
how many times I've rolled the die, but I have yet to
land on the pink spot. Come on, sit down and play with
me, and maybe it will work.”

Viv hesitated, studying her sister’s face. She’d never
seen the carefree Dana like this before, obsessed with
something to the point that she wasn’t sleeping or bath-
ing. First chance she got, she was going to run that game
right to the trash container out front. Hell, no . . . she’d
drive it down the street to the shopping center and toss
it in one of their garbage bins, to make sure her sister
wouldn’t do a bit of Dumpster diving and try to re-
cover it.

“All right, I’ll play . . . but only if you promise you’ll
quit once one of us wins. Agreed?”’

“Yeah, sure.” Dana gathered all the cards and shuffled
them, then dealt out a pair of cards to each. “Go ahead,
I'll let you take the first turn.”

The game progressed swiftly. Indeed, the frenzied pace
with which they moved the pieces about the board would
have been comical to watch, Viv thought, had she not
known the reason for their haste. In a few minutes, Dana
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managed the right combination of plays and marched the
purple figure onto the square with the heart.

“Got it,” she clipped out, though Viv could hear the
excitement beneath the matter-of-fact tone. “Now let’s
see what the future holds for us. C'mon, you S.O.B.,
who’s behind the door?”

She reached out with the same care she would use to
pet a rattlesnake and pulled the plastic door open. They
both stared silently at the card for a moment, Dana’s
expression echoing Viv’s own puzzlement. Finally, her
sister spoke.

“Looks like a doctor to me. What do you think?”

“White coat, stethoscope.” Viv nodded. “But what
would a doctor be doing here?”

“Maybe he’s not supposed to be a real doctor,” Dana
said, sounding pensive. “It could be symbolic. What
about the name of that landscape company that you
called? It was kind of a strange name that sounded
medical.”

Viv thought a moment, then brightened. “They’re
called the Plant Doctors. One of their estimators was
supposed to stop by in the next couple of days to check
out the yard. Maybe that’s what the game is trying to
tell us, that they’ll be here today.”

“So big whoop. We knew about the plumber already . . .
the UPS guy was iffy but no big surprise . . . and now
the landscaper.” Dana snorted in disgust. ““The only sur-
prise so far was the biker guy. Talk about a lame fortune-
telling game. We’d have been better off finding one of
those Magic 8 balls.”

So saying, she pushed back from the coffee table,
seemingly not caring that the movement made her purple
girl tumble onto her pasteboard face. “You win. Throw
the game out if you want. I'm going upstairs to take a
shower and then catch a quick nap.”

While Dana headed toward the hall, Viv reached for
her forgotten cereal bowl. The cornflakes had long since
settled into a soggy lump at the bottom of the bowl. She
shrugged. Oh well, she could always pour another serv-
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ing. At least Dana was now over her obsession with the
blasted game, and life could get back to normal again.

And then a scream sounded from the hallway, fol-
lowed by a series of loud thuds, and abrupt silence.

Viv leaped to her feet. “Dana!” she shrieked, rushing
toward the hall. She screamed again, seeing her sister
lying at the foot of the stairs, eyes closed and moaning
softly. She dropped to her knees beside her, frantically
trying to recall the first aid class she’d taken several years
before. Don’t move her, just see if she’s conscious, if
she’s breathing!

“Dana,” she called, trying to keep the panic from her
voice. ““Can you hear me? Where are you hurt?”

“Grabbed me,” her sister whispered, eyes shut even
while she made as if to sit up. Then, with another moan,
she sank back to the floor.

“Phone, where’s the damn phone?” Viv half-
whispered, half-wailed as she scrambled to her feet again.
She found the cell in her purse and made the quick call
to 911, then rushed to unlock the door for the paramed-
ics before hurrying back to where Dana lay.

“You’re pretty damn lucky,” Viv scolded a few hours
later. “Only a fractured collarbone and a bump on the
head. You could have broken your neck, you know.”

“Yeah, thanks for reminding me,” Dana whispered
with a crooked grin. She lay propped on half a dozen
pillows in her hospital bed, her left arm splinted and
wrapped to her body. “I guess I was so tired, I didn’t
see that last step when I got to the top of the stairs.”

“Well, anyhow, the doctor said you could go home
tomorrow. They want to keep you overnight for observa-
tion since you hit your head.”

“Hell, I can use the rest.” Then her expression grew
serious, and she reached her good hand toward Viv. “I'm
sorry, Sis, I really screwed up. With my collarbone bro-
ken, I'm not going to be able to do much of anything
for a few weeks. I've really messed up our timetable.”

“That’s OK,” she replied, smiling as she gave her sis-
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ter’s hand a warm squeeze in return. “Truly, I mean it.
It will be nice to stay somewhere for a while without
spending every minute of the day doing projects. Take
all the time you need to get well.”

She hesitated then, wondering if she should bring up
the question that had nagged at her from the moment
she found Dana lying injured at the foot of the stairs. It
was probably nothing. Probably. Taking a deep breath,
she casually asked, “Do you remember what you told
me after you fell? You said something about someone
grabbing you?”’

Dana gave her a look of groggy puzzlement. “I did? I
don’t remember that. But I did have the weirdest dream
while I was lying there on the floor.”

At Viv’s encouraging nod, she woozily went on, “I was
playing the game, when the old lady who owned the
house before us sat down and started playing with me.
She was holding a pillow, and she kept looking over her
shoulder, like she was scared. She tried to tell me some-
thing, but I couldn’t quite make it out, as if something
were muffling her words. And that’s all I remember.”

“Weird,” Viv agreed, frowning slightly. “How did you
know the old woman playing with you was the same one
who owned the house?”

“Beats me . . . I just knew. She seemed like a nice old
lady. I wonder if she was the one who grabbed me?”

With those cryptic words, Dana dozed off. Viv stared
down at her sister, feeling even more uneasy. She never
had been the type to go in for ghosts or the supernatural,
but things had long since passed the point of coincidence.
Was the previous owner maybe haunting her old
house . . . maybe trying to tell them that she didn’t want
them redecorating the place?

Then Viv shook head and gave a scoffing little laugh.
If the old lady really were haunting the place, she’d have
to do a better job of getting her point across. Otherwise,
the redecorating was going to continue, no matter that
Dana was relegated to the sidelines.

Odd, though, she thought with a reflexive shiver, that
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a doctor had appeared behind the game’s plastic red door
right before Dana had her accident and was rushed off
to the hospital.

After assurances from the nurses that Dana would
sleep for the next several hours, Viv decided to come
back later in the afternoon and check on her sister. In
the meantime, she would head to the house to tidy up a
bit and review their remodeling timetable. Even if Dana
came home tomorrow, she’d likely need a couple of days
in bed. They’d best reschedule some of the subcontrac-
tors for the following week, when Dana would be feel-
ing better.

Traffic heading home was light. Once there, she pulled
her shiny new VW inside the garage and parked next to
Dana’s SUV, then took a walk about the front yard. In
the excitement over her sister’s accident, she had all but
forgotten the other drama, the biker, J.D., and the myste-
rious car that had left him and his bike sprawled across
her curb last night. In the daylight, she could see the
single line of skid marks and a sprinkling of broken glass
in the street, both of which must have come from the
motorcycle. A section of lawn next to the curb was
gouged out, though it was nothing that couldn’t be fixed.
But what was that?

A fist-sized black object lay near the hedge beneath
the front window. She bent and saw that it was a cell
phone . . . no doubt the one J.D. had said he’d lost in
the accident. Wrapped in a leather case, it appeared to
have withstood the wreck better than its owner. She’d
hang onto it for him until he came back later in the day
with the trailer to pick up the bike.

Once inside, she set the cell phone on the half wall by
the door so she wouldn’t forget it and then headed
toward her room, suddenly exhausted by the day’s
events. If J.D. stopped by, he’d better knock awfully
loud, she wryly told herself, because he’d probably have
to wake her from a nap. She took the stairs a bit more
cautiously than usual, however, Dana’s murmured com-
ments still echoing in her head.
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Grabbed me. She couldn’t help a small shiver. Hell, if
some ghost lady grabbed her, she’d probably drop dead
of a heart attack and end up a ghost herself!

With those less-than-cheery thoughts, she made her
way to her bedroom, only to stop short in the doorway.
Before showering that morning, she had made her bed.
To be sure, the crisp white quilt was still neatly pulled
up, but the pillows in their flowered shams were no
longer propped against the headboard. Instead, they lay
precisely in the center of her bed, one piled atop the
other.

Viv frowned. Maybe she was mistaken. Maybe she’d
been so tired when she got up that she had forgotten to
put the pillows in their usual spot. She plumped the first
one and set it in place, then picked up the second pillow,
and let out small cry.

The pink girl from the Blind Date game lay beneath it.

Viv backed away from the bed, gooseflesh crawling
about her body like an army of ants on the march. Why
in the hell had someone piled pillows on top of a card-
board cut-out of a girl?

She was holding a pillow. She tried to tell me something,
but I couldn’t quite make it out, as if something were
muffling her words.

“Oh, crap,” Viv muttered as she recalled Dana’s de-
scription of her dream.

She rushed downstairs to get her purse, dumping its
contents onto the living room floor as she searched for
a certain business card. Finding it, she grabbed her cell
phone and punched in the number, pacing impatiently
until she heard a familiar hello.

“Becky,” she breathlessly said into the phone, “this is
Viv Martin.”

“Hey, I was wondering how you and Dana were get-
ting along,” the real estate agent’s husky voice replied
in her ear. “What can I do for you? You ready to sell
the place already?”

“Not yet. I have a question for you . . . kind of a
strange one. Remember the disclosure from the sellers,
the one that said someone had died here?”
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“Sure, honey,” Becky said, sounding puzzled. “If
someone dies in a house, the sellers are obliged by law
to disclose that fact, but I told you before I even took
you out to see the place.”

“Yeah.” Viv hesitated. “Becky, are you certain that
she died of natural causes?”

“Well, honey, she was in her eighties and had been
under a doctor’s care,” the agent soothingly replied.
“What makes you think she died of something else?”

“Nothing in particular.” Just a really, really bad feeling
and a couple of pillows on top of a cardboard girl. ““She
didn’t have any enemies or anything, did she?”

The real estate agent’s laugh was loud enough so that
Viv had to pull the phone from her ear. “Mrs. Biggerstaff
was the nicest old lady you could find. She went to my
church, and up until a year or so ago she was still helping
out in the nursery. Everyone loved her. Her daughter’s
a sweet lady, too . . . but I can’t say as much for the
grandson.”

Becky’s tone of amusement faded into faint censure.
“From what I hear, he’s pretty much a loser . . . does
drugs, gets into fights. Heck, he even missed his grand-
mother’s funeral because he was in jail for a DUI. But
what’s that have to do with how Mrs. Biggerstaff died?”

“Oh, nothing. I just wanted to make sure nothing bad
had happened to her.”

“Believe me, if there had been something suspicious
about her death, I would have heard about it. Now, you
give me a call when you and Dana are ready to sell,
you hear?”

Viv said her good-byes and snapped her phone shut,
her unsettled feeling growing. Despite Becky’s assur-
ances, what if Mrs. Biggerstaff hadn’t died of natural
causes? What if she had been murdered . . . smothered
in her bed with her own pillow? Old as she’d been, no
one would have found her death suspicious, and pillows
wouldn’t have left a bruise. Maybe the old woman was
trying to communicate with her and Dana to let them
know what had really happened to her.

But then, what did the game have to do with it?
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“This is crazy,” she said aloud as she shoved her scat-
tered belongings back into her purse. “No old lady is
trying to communicate with us from beyond the grave
about a murder. Dana’s accident was an accident. And
I’'m going to toss that silly game into the dumpster.”

So saying, Viv marched over to the table where the
game still sat. The red plastic door was closed again—
had she or Dana done that?—and the cards were neatly
stacked. The purple girl still lay facedown atop the board,
her head pointing in the direction of the door like a
cardboard arrow.

As though she were saying, “open here.”

Slowly, Viv reached for the door. It won’t open, she
told herself. Dana had tried and failed to open it by
herself, so why should it work for her? Even so, she
inwardly whispered, Who's behind the door?

To her surprise, the door easily pulled back. This time,
it revealed a smiling, dark-haired man dressed in a sports
coat and slacks. In one hand, he held a briefcase, and in
the other . . .

Viv bent closer, squinting at the picture. His other
hand was half hidden behind his back, but she could
make out something in clutched in it. A pen?

“Oh my God, it’s a knife!”

She weakly sank onto her knees, staring more closely
at the picture. It was definitely a knife that he held. As
for the young man’s smile, now that she looked again,
she could see the cruel twist to his lips and the flat ex-
pression in his eyes. Was this the person who had killed
Mrs. Biggerstaff? Was she trying to reveal her murderer’s
identity to Viv?

Or, far more frightening, was she trying to warn Viv
that he was coming back for her?

Maybe that had been the point of the game, she rea-
soned, while another chill raced through her. The first
date that the game produced was a UPS guy, and a UPS
guy showed up at the door. Same thing for the plumber,
and the biker . . . and even the doctor, if a paramedic
or three rushing in to help Dana counted. It made sense
in a strange sort of way. In order for her warning about
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the guy with the knife to be taken seriously, the old lady
would have had to first prove to them that the game
really did predict who would be at the door.

The doorbell buzzed abruptly. Viv let out a small
scream that she tried to suppress by clamping her hand
over her mouth. Get a grip, she silently told herself. For
all you know, it’s J.D. come back to get his motorcycle,
or the police here to get more information on last night’s
hit-and-run. Besides, she was certain she’d locked the
door when she came inside.

Then she heard the knob slowly turn, and saw the door
swing open.

“Hello,” called a male voice. “Anyone home?”’

A handsome, dark-haired young man stuck his face
around the jamb, his eyes opening wide in surprise when
he caught sight of her. Swiftly, he held up a hand in a
gesture of dismay, displaying a key. “‘Begging your par-
don, ma’am, I thought the place was still on the market.
Another real estate agent gave me a key. I guess no one
changed the locks yet.”

“And you are—?” Viv demanded, finally finding her
voice as she scrambled to her feet.

He stepped past the threshold and set down his brief-
case “I'm Bill Langsford, First Choice Realty. Our office
is down on 54th Street in the old plaza.” He slapped at
his jacket pockets with either hand. “Sorry, I think I left
my business cards in the car. But Becky Malloy had told
me about this place a few weeks back, and I have a client
who might be interested in buying the place. So, has it
already sold, or is it still available?”

“My sister and I own it now . . . but it will be for sale
again in a few weeks,” she replied, her wariness easing
slightly at the man’s mention of her real estate agent’s
name. Slightly.

He grinned and grabbed up his case again. “Great.
Mind if I take a look around the place? I've only seen
the house from the outside, and I'd like to be able to
tell them something about it. It’s two stories, right?”” he
asked and headed for the hallway.

Viv rushed to block his way, indignation overriding
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any fear. “Sorry, this isn’t a good time. Maybe you can
come back another day. Now I'm going to have to ask
you to leave, okay?”’

“Sure, I'll just take your number. Let me get some-
thing to write with,” he said and reached into his
briefcase.

Barely did she glimpse a flash of steel when she felt
the point of a knife abruptly pressed to her throat. She
froze, not daring to scream, feeling as if she might faint
on the spot.

“You shoulda let me take a look around,” he said, the
earlier grin replaced by a sneer. He dropped the brief-
case and grabbed her arm. “So, have you been poking
around Grandma’s attic yet? I’'m looking for something
I left behind in that steamer trunk near the back.”

“Th-The trunk’s still up there,” she choked out, realiz-
ing this must be Mrs. Biggerstaff’s grandson . . . the one
who had been in jail. “We didn’t even open it yet.”

“Lucky for you. If I find it, then I'll just grab it and
be on my way. No harm, no foul.” Then he paused, and
his voice took on a suspicious tone as he gripped her arm
even harder. “You said ‘we’. Who else is in the house?”

“No one,” she managed, trying not to flinch from the
pain. “My sister had an accident, and she’s in the
hospital.”

“Yeah, well, accidents happen. Just ask Grandma.” He
let loose a nasty little chuckle and then gave her a shove.
“Come on, let’s get this over with.”

He stayed close on her heel as she started up the steps,
trying not to stumble on shaky legs. Please, Mrs. Bigger-
staff, give your bastard grandson a shove down the stairs,
she frantically thought, though without much hope. The
old woman might have been able to startle Dana into a
tumble, but Bill—or whatever his name was—likely was
a hell of a lot tougher.

She halted uncertainly at the attic door. “What are
you waiting for, lady?”’ came Bill’s sneering voice behind
her. “Open up.”

She flipped on the light switch outside the door and
obediently pulled the door open, then she felt the prick
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of the knife below her ear. “After you,” he said with
mock courtesy.

The steamer trunk remained untouched in the far cor-
ner, barely visible in the circle of light that the bare bulb
emitted. “So far, so good,” he proclaimed. Gesturing
with his knife in the direction of the horsehair sofa, he
said, ““Sit down, and don’t move a muscle. You try any-
thing, and T'll slit your damn throat for you, under-
stand?”’

She nodded and sat. Becky had said that the grandson
had missed his grandmother’s funeral because he’d been
in jail on a DUI It must have happened the same night
he killed his grandmother, she reasoned, or surely he
would have long since recovered whatever it was that he
had hidden in the attic. There could be no other reason-
able explanation for his waiting so long after his relative’s
death to reclaim it. And what he must have cursed as
bad luck for him had actually been the first step for her
toward some truly horrific fate.

For Viv was suddenly certain that, even if she followed
his every instruction to the letter, she was still going to
die. If the son of bitch could murder his own grand-
mother, why would he hesitate to kill her, especially now
that she had heard him all but admit to that crime? But
she damn sure wasn’t going to go without a struggle. All
she needed was a moment’s distraction.

Bill, meanwhile, had heaved open the trunk’s heavy
lid and was rooting through its contents. A moment later,
he triumphantly pulled out a shoebox, which he opened.
Smiling, he held up a large zip lock bag filled with white
powder. “Here it is, the mother lode,” he said in an
admiring tone. “I bet you have no idea, lady, what this
stuff is worth on the street.”

Balancing the knife on the trunk lid, he carefully rolled
the baggie into a smaller bundle and tucked it into his
inner jacket pocket . . . and Viv took off at dead run
toward the open door.

“Motherf—"

His curse was cut off as she slammed the attic door
behind her and flipped off the light and then raced down
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the short hallway to the stairs. Behind her, she could
hear a series of loud shouts and thuds as her captor
stumbled about in the dark before reaching the attic door
and flinging it open.

“You’re gonna die!” he screamed as he pounded down
the hall after her. By then, she was halfway down the
stairs, but she knew he would catch up with her before
she could get out the front door. And even if she did
make it, what was to stop him from stabbing her before
he took off in his car?

Later, she’d marvel at what adrenaline and a healthy
dose of terror could do for one’s athletic ability, but for now
she was barely aware of her feet touching the ground as she
raced though the living room toward the door. No, not the
door, not yet! In less than a heartbeat, her gaze sharpened
and focused on the object that she sought. She snatched it
up, then turned and rushed back toward her assailant.

Her unexpected counterattack caused him to stumble
and lower the knife for an instant . . . and that was
when Viv swung the fireplace poker. She caught the man
squarely in the temple, heard a sickening crack of bone.
He dropped like a sack of rocks at her feet, the knife
skittering across the carpet and the bag in his jacket
bursting open as he hit the floor, sending up a small
cloud of white dust.

She’d killed him . . . maybe. Gasping for breath, she
backed away, remembering all the movies where the bad
guy revives after the heroine turns around after suppos-
edly taking him out. No damn way was she going to
blithely look away. If he moved, she’d be right there to
see it, and he’d get another taste of the fireplace poker.

And that was when the doorbell buzzed.

At the all-too-familiar sound, the burst of adrenaline
drained from her. She stumbled to her knees, would have
fallen had she not had the poker to lean against. “Help,”
she croaked, so softly that she barely heard herself. Tak-
ing a breath, she tried again. “Help! Help me! Help!”

The door behind her burst open, and a raspy voice
shouted, “What in holy hell is going on here?”

J.D. dragged her up from the floor and half-carried
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her to the couch. He plopped her onto its cushions and
grabbed the poker from her now-limp fingers, then pur-
posefully strode back to the limp body on the floor. He
gave the man a nudge with one booted foot, getting a
moan in return. His face darkened at the sight of the
knife gleaming on the carpet, and he kicked it out of the
fallen man’s reach . . . not that Bill would be attempting
to murder anyone else anytime soon.

J.D. turned to her. “Did you take out this slimeball
all by yourself?”” At her numb nod, he gave a low whistle
of appreciation. “Hell, remind me never to rile you up.”
He spotted his lost cell phone on the ledge of the brick
wall and snatched it up. Flipping it open, he punched in
911 and gave the dispatcher Viv’s address.

It was while he was talking that she saw it behind
him . . . a shimmer in the air, like a summer heat wave
over a hot asphalt road. The wavering image of a tiny,
elderly woman formed, looking like an out-of-focus
photo that had been kept strictly for sentimental reasons.
Her gaze was on the fallen man, and Viv could see a
phantom tear trickle down her wrinkled cheek. Then the
woman met Viv’s gaze, smiled sadly at her for the space
of a heartbeat, and was gone.

J.D., meanwhile, had snapped the phone closed again.
He tucked it into his black leather jacket and headed
toward the sofa. “I’'m guessing you have a real interesting
story to tell the cops,” he said with a shake of his head.
“Hope you don’t mind if I hang around to hear it.”

It was dark before the dust—both literally and
figuratively—finally settled. The ambulance had taken
Bill away, but not before the paramedic had opined that
he probably would survive to go to trial. Viv wasn’t sure
if she should be relieved or disappointed by the news.
The police assured her that she’d acted in self-defense
and promised they would pursue the possible matter of
Mrs. Biggerstaff’s murder. This would be in addition to
charging Bill with assault, attempted murder, possession
with intent to sell, and anything else they could come
up with.
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They’d been almost as pleased when J.D had pointed
out some new-looking dents in the rear quarter panel of
Bill’s late model sedan, the burgundy paint of which
matched some paint flakes on his bike fender. No doubt
Bill had been casing the place the night before, a possi-
bility that made Viv shiver. What if he’d tried to break
in last night, while Dana had been up all alone? Would
the game have tried to warn her, too?

Afterward, when the police had left and Viv suddenly
recalled that Dana would be wondering where she was,
J.D. had volunteered to drive her to the hospital to visit
her sister.

“Take as long as you like,” he’d insisted once they got
there. He pulled a copy of Zen and the Art of Motorcycle
Maintenance from his leather jacket and settled into one
of the waiting room’s plastic orange chairs. “And if you
feel up to it when you’re done,” he added, “T’ll take you
out for supper.”

Dana had been awake. Thanks to her pain pills, she
felt quite well enough to insist upon an instant-by-instant
retelling of the afternoon’s events once Viv had broken
the news of her own close call. Viv complied, adding
those details that she had refrained from telling the po-
lice lest they think she was some sort of crackpot. Things
like the mysteriously moving game pieces, and the odd
vision Viv had experienced after she had laid Bill out
with the same fireplace poker that Dana had left by the
door the previous night.

“And you actually saw Mrs. Biggerstaff’s ghost?”
Dana asked in amazement, sinking back into her pillows
with a shiver.

Viv shrugged. “I thought I did . . . though maybe it
was my imagination. I was a bit wrought up at the time,
you know.”

“It had to be her,” Dana insisted. ‘““And to think he
killed his own grandmother, probably because she found
out he was hiding drugs in her attic. That is amazing how
she used the game to warn us about him, and even solve
her own murder that no one even knew happened.”

“Pretty amazing,” Viv agreed, and then yawned.
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Dana patted her arm with her good hand. ““You’d bet-
ter get back to the house and get some rest,” she insisted,
“that is, unless you’re scared to stay there alone now?”

“T’ll be fine. After all, I think I've got myself some
heavy duty protection now.”

“You mean the ghost of Mrs. Biggerstaff?”

Viv shook her head wearily. “No, I'm pretty sure she
did what she needed to do, and that she’s moved on.
The protection I'm thinking about comes wrapped in a
black leather jacket and rides a motorcycle.”

“I knew it,” Dana exclaimed in satisfaction and started
to hum the familiar tune. “Looks like your blind date
worked out, after all.” Then, with a conspiratorial wink,
she leaned forward and whispered, ““So, do you think he
has a friend?”
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elcome to FindinglLove.info,” the site banner said.
Steven Chan leaned in nervously, his fingers on

the keyboard. He could see himself reflected faintly in
the screen. His narrow oval of a face, with large, brown
eyes, short straight nose and thin-lipped mouth, and
topped off with gelled, black hair combed up into a
shock, peered back suspiciously at him. He was dressed
reasonably well, in a polo shirt and baggy pants. He
didn’t look so bad. He was a smart guy. His friends liked
being with him. Was it just too sad that he felt forced to

look for a date this way?

38



VENUS IN BLUE JEANS 39

A musical chime brought his attention back to the
website. Beside the words “WHAT ARE YOU LOOKING
FOR?” a cursor was blinking busily.

Steven had to think for a moment. What was he look-
ing for?

The site looked interesting. The home page had a lot
of lively animations, none of them the sickening
throbbing hearts or happy faces moving into a kiss that
he had seen on a lot of similar sites. The graphics weren’t
too kinky or too conservative. He had found Finding-
Love listed in the San Francisco Free Paper, which was
distributed on his university campus. It promised abso-
lute confidentiality for all “clients.” He fervently hoped
his parents would never find out about this, at least until
he had had a chance to find a few decent date prospects.

His parents were not happy with him, especially not
since he had started college. Mother and Father felt that
American culture was pulling him too far from the ways
of their ancestors. Both of them had emigrated to the
United States from Shanghai, China. They thought he
should be looking for a Chinese girl to marry. He
thought that bordered on hypocrisy. They were very
modern people, Internet aware, with plenty of technical
know-how, as well as expertise. Both of them worked in
the computer field, in engineering jobs. They ate out a
lot, text-messaged him and one another, watched the
newest movies and played the most up-to-date computer
games; but when they socialized, it was largely with the
expat Chinese community. Mother dressed well, and
chicly. She had never worn casual clothes on a Friday in
her life. Father wore a tie to work, something that not
even the president of his Silicon Valley company ever
did. They wanted him to follow their lead and keep
China alive in his life.

It wasn’t as though he was ashamed of his heritage.
Steven tried to comply with their wishes. In high school
he had not been allowed to date alone. Now that he was
in college—majoring in computer design—he had joined
the Asian-American Society on campus and was on the
e-mail lists for the cultural outings. He’d taken a few
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girls from the club out for a burger, but no one clicked
with him. Besides, all the girls in the club had black hair.
He really liked blondes. His mother always disapproved
of his choices anyhow.

Since he had reached the ripe old age of twenty, his
parents offered to meet with a matchmaker, but Steven
protested. He was an American. It was far too soon to
marry. He wanted to find girls on his own, without their
help, date for a while, and think about marriage after he
had left college and become established in his career.
Still, he felt stymied. All his efforts to meet nice girls fell
apart. It was embarrassing to think that Internet dating
might be his answer. Internet dating was for losers.

If that was true, then why were his fingers poised to
fill in the blanks? The cursor blinked invitingly.

“A girlfriend,” he typed at last.

The screen changed.

It filled up with short paragraphs decorated with icons
and pictures, like a blog. He started to read them and
realized they were personal advertisements. This site was
far weirder than the others he had tried before. The ads
were written in a fantastic vein.

“ISO a lady who likes wild rides through the clouds,
poetry, fine food, and is interested in mature gentleman.
Travel no problem. Write to Zeus.”

“Wanted to find: a real man who is smart enough to
look more than skin-deep. One date with me, and you
will forget about any other girl you’'ve ever met.
—Medusa.”

“Do you love the beach? Keen swimmer seeks a simi-
larly minded male, to frolic in the waves, loll on the
beach, and enjoy fantastic seafood suppers at sunset.
—Selkie.”

“I want to meet the girl who knows how to wait until
she finds what she truly wants. I promise you a good
time, and I will never hurry you. I am waiting for you.
—Unicorn.”

Steven shook his head. The local Dungeons and Drag-
ons crew must have launched this business. The avatars
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used pretty good graphics, much more suited to a game
site than to a dating service. “Medusa’s” face was really
scary. Each waving snake had its own flicking little
tongue, meaning someone had actually spent a lot of
time on it. Was this the kind of service that he really
wanted to use? Why not? He was a role-play gamer, and
he belonged to a few massive multiplayer games that
sometimes kept him online all night. He hesitated for a
moment before entering his details on the registration
form. What harm could it do? He wondered. He could
always delete the answers again.

It wanted to know what he did for a living. “College
student,” he typed. He could have put in something fake,
but he would be exposed on the first date. Maybe he
was stupid to trust the confidentiality claim, but he ad-
mitted he was desperate.

Someone smart was running the Al in this program.
“MAJOR?” It asked him next.

“Computer design.”

““HOBBIES?”’

“I guess no one ever told you that typing in all caps
is considered shouting,” Steven said, austerely. He put
in all of the things he enjoyed: computer games, going
to concerts, listening to music, texting and hanging out
with his friends, watching television, reading books. He
was dismayed how nerdy the list sounded. He added run-
ning, since he did put in seven miles every morning.

He hit ENTER, and waited. He kept expecting a
graphic to come up instructing him how to send payment,
but when the screen changed, it merely set him back on
the page full of personal ads. Free. Cool. He scanned the
list. Now there was a new entry:

“Quickly, looking for someone who is more than the
girl next door. I'm smart enough to love you for who
you are, not just what you look like. —Hermes.”

Steven frowned and hit the BACK button to return to
his entry form. That wasn’t true, exactly. If he was being
honest, he wanted to date a pretty girl. It would not be
fair if the service sent him some plain jane. She would
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see the dismay in his eyes. Okay, he knew it sounded
shallow, but wasn’t he allowed to have personal tastes
taken into account?

He tried changing the entries in his form, but nothing
happened. He scanned down to see if there was a “Con-
tact the webmaster” link. There was none. He slammed
a hand on his mouse pad.

“I take back everything I said about the AI author.
He’s an idiot.”

His Blackberry buzzed. He snatched it off his belt.
Three messages. The first was from his mother.

“DNR 6?” Would he be home for dinner at six?

He texted back, “Y TKU.” Yes, thank you. It took a
little longer, but his mother was a stickler for manners.

The other two messages were from a couple of his bud-
dies who were also in the computer department. Hugh had
uploaded a site link to him that was full of hot babe pic-
tures. Not porn, just hot. He saved it for later perusal. Aliki
wanted to know if he had finished coding his share of the
assignment they had for the upcoming project in Graphics.
Steven glanced at the ragged calendar hanging from the
file cabinet next to his desk and sighed. Another Friday
night without a date. Unsatisfied, he logged off his desktop
and shut down. He answered the other messages as he
headed for the dorm elevator.

“What did you do today?” Mother asked, as she
passed the platter of steaming scallion pancakes to him.
Father had already been served, and Steven was next in
the proper Chinese order of precedence. In an American
family, Mother would have been next, but it was her
duty to feed her menfolk before herself. Next to the eight
thousand dollar Viking stove, in a red enameled shrine
to the Kitchen God, a stick of incense fumed, flavoring
the air as much as the spices in the food. Steven counted
the pancakes. Five left. He could have eaten all of them
himself, but that wouldn’t be polite. Mother would never
say anything, but she would look it at him. Meekly, he
drew two onto his plate and passed it back to her. She
smiled her approval. “What classes did you have?”
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“Computer-assisted design,”” Steven said. ‘I only have
one today, but I studied with my friends.”

“Ah,” Father said. “When many eyes look, little is
missed.”

Steven cringed. The fortune-cookie patter meant Dad
had spent at least part of the day with his grandparents.
Normally, his dad was full of technical talk about the
latest computer equipment Westchip was working on.

“Did you see any nice girls this week?”

As if he believed the home page from FindingLove
was imprinted on his forehead, Steven felt his cheeks
grow hot. “No.”

“Angela Li said her cousin has just moved here from
Beijing. She has a daughter about your age,” Mother
said, with a suggestive lift to her eyebrow.

“Mom, no. Please,” he implored her. “I can do it
myself!”

Mother threw her hands in the air. “All right! I am just
trying to help you, you know. Don’t you agree, Gui-La?”’

“What?” Father asked, glancing up from his meal. “Of
course, I do.”

“Good. Remember, Steven, we are very supportive of
you, whatever you do.”

As long as it goes along with your views, Steven
thought sourly as he rode back to the dorm on the bus
with a bag of food he hadn’t the guts to refuse taking,
even though his housing package included full board.

His roommate, Ricky, was still out when he got back.
Quickly, he logged onto his computer and took a look
at his mailbox on the site. No messages. He felt like a
total loser. How bogus was this, desperately checking in
after just a few hours? It was a good thing that his poten-
tial dates didn’t know. He would have dropped through
the ground in shame. He rolled over to the latest online
game site to see if anyone he knew was on the Player
Killer server.

Demure tapping on the door interrupted his first bat-
tle. Ricky never knocked. Must be someone looking for
one of the guys who lived on the floor.

Steven opened up to find the most gorgeous girl he
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had ever seen, leaning with her arms folded against the
door jamb.

“Hi, Hermes,” she said. “It’s not how I expected to
see you look, but not bad.”

She smiled. Her teeth were perfect, straight and white,
like so many American girls’. Her cheeks were slightly
pink, like her lips. Her eyes were a deep, sparkling blue,
like the glass in church windows. Steven swept a casual
glance downward, hoping he wasn’t being too obvious
about it. The waistband of her yellow sweater clung to
a very narrow middle. The garment bloused out above
to skim a pair of generous breasts, the top curves of
which were visible in the deep v-neck. She had been
poured into a pair of skinny, worn, black jeans with one
torn knee. Pink-painted toenails peeked out of open-toed
high-heeled sandals covered with golden rhinestones.

Steven couldn’t believe that anyone who looked like
that was standing there, breathing. She made the sterile
dorm corridor look as decrepit as an alley. She was abso-
lutely perfect, except her hair was shining dark brown.
Almost perfect. He glanced down her gorgeous form
again.

“Oh, that’s right,” she said, as if remembering some-
thing. ““You like blondes.”

He looked up at her, meeting the surprisingly dark
blue eyes. Had it been a trick of the light in the hallway?
Her hair was blonde, a thick cascade the color of oak
wood.

“Can . .. can I help you?” he gasped.

“Aren’t you Hermes?” she asked.

“No . . . I mean, yes,” he exclaimed. “You mean,
my ad?”

“Yes. I read it.” Her long eyelashes closed halfway
over her lovely eyes. “I liked the sound of it. I don’t
believe it, of course. Men don’t mean it when they say
looks don’t matter, but it was sweet. You have always
been good at communicating.”

“I have?”

“After such a long time, I want this to be the perfect

El
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date, of course,” she said. “Let’s see, what is it that you
really like to see in a girl? Are my breasts too big?”” She
took a hand mirror out of the dainty purse on her wrist
and surveyed them. “No, I think they’re about right.
Hmm. Are my hips too wide? Perhaps just a little
narrower.”

It wasn’t the way she was standing, because they actu-
ally did narrow. The pelvic bones peeking out above the
waistband of her tight jeans became just a trifle more
prominent. Steven goggled.

“How . .. ?” he asked.

“Wait a moment,” she said. “It’ll just take a little time
until I have everything just right. Oh, I know—the final
touch!” And her slender neck seemed to lengthen just a
little bit.

Steven found himself staring at her open-mouthed, al-
most salivating. Now she was absolutely perfect. He just
couldn’t control the bulge growing against the front of
his baggy pants. Instead of being embarrassed, she sur-
veyed the effect with pleasure.

“Yes,” she said, “I can see you like it.”

“How?” Steven asked. “How could you . . . how could
you possibly do that?”

“Because I'm a goddess, of course,” she said, simply.

Steven thought about her statement for a moment, and
delight dawned. A goddess? Like in mythology? Like in
the online games?

“Hey, cool!” he said.

“Just like you’re a god,” she added, with a strange
look. “Hermes.”

“But that’s just on the website,” he said. “I mean, that
was the name the sysop assigned me.”

She peered at him, the blue eyes becoming anxious.
“You’re not Hermes?”

“Well, I am,” Steven stammered. “I mean, that’s my
screen name the site gave me. I'm really . . .” Abruptly,
he thrust out his hand. “My name is Steven Chan. Hi.”

“Aphrodite. You're not Hermes,” she said with final-
ity. “So, what is the deal here? Did the big coward put
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you up to this? I am going to lock him in a room without
even a magazine to keep him busy. I am going to cut all
his connections off! The nerve!”

Steven looked forlorn. “Does that mean our date is
oft?”

Aphrodite tapped her foot impatiently. “It would be
just like him to duck out on a date with me. I remember
a hundred and forty years ago when we were supposed
to have a really wonderful night out, and the next thing
you know—no, he has to run off and do an errand for
Zeus! Absolutely, right then. Wouldn’t it figure that I
was all dolled up, in the latest fashions. I had gotten
Demeter to grow me some very special orchids. They
were in my hair. I smelled like a dream—Ilike a dream!
I had everything waiting—and nothing. Do you know
what it’s like for the goddess of love to be stood up?”

“Er, no,” Steven said, but she charged on as if she
hadn’t heard him.

“I thought after all this time he was trying to make it
up to me!”

“I don’t know how you can find out,” Steven said. “I
tried every which way to get a reply from the sysop of
that dating website I signed up on, and there is no link
at all.”

“Oh, there are ways,” Aphrodite said. “Let me see
your computer. Is this it? Oh, my, a Delton 480. Very
nice.” She sat down.

She’s gorgeous and she’s a programmer? Steven
thought, his eyes widening as he watched her slender
fingers fly over the keyboard. This girl IS my ideal.

Somehow she got access to screens that he couldn’t
have accessed. She typed in code after code, but the
cursor just blinked stupidly back at them.

“Typical!” she said, turning away from the keyboard.
“Hermes absolutely is the webmaster on that site—I
don’t know why he decided to go into the matchmaking
business—but he is not taking my calls. Oh, never mind.
Perhaps he really is trying to make up for his bad behav-
ior by fixing me up with you. I don’t mind hanging
around with mortals, especially cute ones like you.” She
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looked him up and down. “I thought from your ad you
at least had things in common with him.”

“Like what?” Steven asked, willing to live up to
anything.

“Well, you run, don’t you? Or did ke make that up?”’

“No, I do run.”

“And you’re really smart. You think a lot. I like that.
I like smart guys. I think that’s what attracted me to him.
I only hope you don’t share one of his traits. I mean, fast-
moving isn’t an attractive characteristic in everything.”

“What’s that?” he asked, then suddenly regretted it
when she grinned wickedly and looked down. “Oh.”

She fluttered her eyelashes up at him. “Don’t worry,”
she said. “I won’t push you any faster than I think you
can go.”

“Uh, thanks. I think.”

Aphrodite cocked her head prettily, angling that gor-
geous neck. “Do I make you nervous?”

“Uh . .. yes. I can get my head around the goddess
part—intellectually. It’s the reality that I'm finding a little
difficult to manage.”

“That’s all right,” she said. He melted at her smile.
“You already love me. And I love you.”

Practicality warred with hope. “How would you know
I love you? I just met you.”

“Because we all have our attributes,” she said. “And
I am the goddess of love. I can feel love when it’s pres-
ent. Not just lust.” An impish grin made him want to
touch the dimple in her cheek. Before he thought about
it, his hand had risen to stroke her face. She leaned into
the caress. “That’s better. Treat me like any other girl.”

Steven let his hand drop. “I couldn’t. Besides,” he
added, ashamed of his own inexperience, “I haven’t had
a chance to date any other girls. Not alone. My parents
were pretty strict.”

“Ah!” Aphrodite’s perfect oval-shaped face lit up.
“Then you don’t have any bad habits to unlearn. So,
what do you do for fun around here?”

Once again, Steven found himself tongue-tied.

“Well,” she said, rising from the computer chair and
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attaching herself to his arm, “why don’t you show me
around? I’ve never been to Stanford before. I don’t usu-
ally have a lot to do on the technical campuses. People
are very driven. And even if I do match up couples, with
the help of my son, Eros—oh, don’t I look as if I am
old enough to have a son?” she asked, coyly, as he
gawked. “That’s so sweet of you!”

Steven blushed again, glad he hadn’t said what he
was thinking.

“You would be surprised how I can look,” she said,
cuddling closer. ““And how I can act.”

“My roommate, Ricky, uh, he’s ... I...I don’t know
how to explain you to him. I mean, a normal girl . . .”

Aphrodite shook her head, and her hair fell fetchingly
around her shoulders.

“Don’t worry. If he is anything near as resilient as
you are, I shouldn’t have any trouble getting to know
him, too.”

Steven couldn’t help himself from looking indignant.

Aphrodite laughed. “Oh, no, no, no! Serial monogamy
is much more my style.”

Steven had to admit he felt like a king as he escorted
this incredibly beautiful young-looking woman around
campus. People turned to stare at her, women as well as
men. He thought he had enjoyed it when he had won
the Sammler Prize for Advanced Program Application
in his sophomore year, the way everyone stopped to
whisper behind his back in admiration. This was com-
pletely different. Every time they passed underneath one
of the street lights, she collected another set of sighs.

Unfortunately, she seemed to attract other, not so ap-
pealing, elements. The pair of them found themselves
being followed across the campus by a group of men
from the Stanford football team, who just didn’t seem to
want to go away.

Aphrodite didn’t notice, or didn’t care, that she was
attracting that kind of attention, but Steven knew that
he would be totally outmatched if they decided to start
pushing him around—and in front of her, no less. It was
what Dad called “the demon time.” After dark, every-
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one’s worst nature seemed to come out. The goddess
seemed to carry a golden glow around with her.

“Hey, skinny, that’s a real woman! She wants real
men!”

Steven turned. Conflict was unavoidable. “Listen, guys,”
he began.

They pushed in close until they towered over him. Ste-
ven braced himself but tried to remain calm. Suddenly,
Aphrodite was in their midst. She gave the group one of
the most mindblowing smiles he had ever seen. It was
like getting chocolate cream pie, a full scholarship, a new
car, and all the way to third base all at the same time,
without any physical contact at all. Bright blue sparks
danced in a circle around their heads.

“Guys,” she said, “you’re sweet, but we two would
really like to be alone now. Do you mind?”

Instead of looking embarrassed that his date was de-
fending him, Steven concentrated on looking macho pos-
sessive and tough, which was pretty difficult, since any
one of their thighs was wider than his shoulders.

“Sure,” the biggest one said, sounding dazed. “Have
a nice night.”

“Thank you!” Aphrodite said, pulling Steven away
with her. The football players simply stood and watched
them go. “How’s the pizza here?” she asked. “The last
time I was in California, it wasn’t that good. You would
think that mortals who were trying to solve all the prob-
lems of the universe would certainly have explored the
correct culinary proportions of cheese, sauce and crust
wouldn’t you?”

Steven had had a more than adequate dinner at home
with Mother and Father, but he felt all kinds of hunger
gnawing at his insides. In the campus pizza café, the two
of them polished off a large pizza with everything. He
also seemed to be carrying around a fairly permanent
erection. They went from the café to the campus game
room. She loved the old pinball machines. He enjoyed
watching her hips thrusting from side to side as she tried
to give some body English to the ball in play more than
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taking his own turn at the paddles. She laughed whether
she won or lost. When they ran out of quarters, she
pulled him out of the game room.

The next thing he remembered clearly, they were sit-
ting up on top of the Astronomy Building, holding hands
in the moonlight. Then, she leaned over to kiss him. He
didn’t have a clear recollection later of all the things that
they did together, though she took care of the erection
in a perfectly ladylike manner that somehow didn’t em-
barrass either one of them. He would never have been
able to explain to anyone in a million years what hap-
pened or how, especially not his parents.

His parents!

How was he going to explain taking an immortal god-
dess out for pizza, video games and necking to his
parents?

So he didn’t explain himself. For a couple of weeks,
he didn’t say a word about FindingLove.info, or Aphrod-
ite, or any of the places that they found to make out on
campus. He was monosyllabic at dinners at home, almost
as terse as Dad and his ancient Chinese adages. If
Mother was troubled by his silence, she didn’t say so.

When he wasn’t in class, he spent almost every mo-
ment of every day with Aphrodite. She turned up when-
ever he was free, enjoyed doing anything that he wanted.
Her idea of great makeout spots included the top of the
carillon tower on campus, behind the waterfall in the
rock grotto outside the Botany building, and just plain
up in the clouds. He accepted the idea that she could fly
with the same dazed acknowledgement that she could
change her shape to suit what she was wearing. She al-
ways kept her hair blond, for him. He just barely got his
homework in, and his friends began to complain they
weren’t seeing anything of him. More importantly, his
parents were upset that he wasn’t coming home more
often. But how did you explain a Greek goddess to
your parents?

Steven hated to share any time with anyone else that
he could otherwise have with her. He had never been so
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happy. Just being able to look at her made him feel
complete.

Finally, Mother texted and insisted that he come home
or they would disown him. Over her special sizzling rice,
she asked, “You're in love, aren’t you?”

Steven dropped his chopsticks with a clatter. “Wha . . .
how would you ask such a thing?”

Mother smiled. “I know all the signs. I was young once
myself, and not all that long ago, I might add. Who is
she? What is her name? Tell us about her?”

“She is beautiful, Mom,” Steven said.

“Is she from the club?” Mother asked, with a warning
note in her voice.

Steven hung his head. “No. She’s not.”

“How did you meet this young lady?”

Steven’s voice dropped lower still. “Through a
website.”

“A website? Where anyone can read your private de-
tails? You have no idea what she is, or what she could
be!”

Steven felt indignant, since she worked in the IT field
herself, but he found himself grinning at the memory of
just a few of the transformations Aphrodite had gone
through for him. ““Oh, Mom, she could be anything.”

“What does that mean? Oh, never mind. Bring her to
dinner next Friday. I would like to meet this paragon for
myself. If she is so special as to bewitch you so much
you forget to tell your parents about her, then she must
be amazing indeed.”

“Are you sure you want to meet them?”’ Steven asked
her that evening.

“We’ll get along,” Aphrodite assured him. “Let’s go.
I can’t wait to meet them. [ am sure they are wonderful.”

Steven surveyed her, admiring the baggy, lowcut blue
T-shirt that she had on. “I wonder, could you dress up
a little for dinner when we go? Maybe appear more . . .
well, goddesslike?”’

“Why? I am a goddess. It doesn’t matter what I wear
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or what I look like. It doesn’t change the inner me. I
am still the absolute aspect of Love. You read Aristotle,
didn’t you?”

Steven was impatient. ““Yeah, yeah, I read Aristotle.
Look, my parents are a little old-fashioned.”

“They couldn’t be more old-fashioned than I am,”
Aphrodite drawled, with a slow smile.

Steven groaned. She would see. He doubted that even
Zeus could live up to his mother’s standards.

At the door, Mother met them. “Well, at last!” she
exclaimed, opening the door and ushering them inside with
the wooden cooking paddle she held in one hand. She was
dressed in a handsome summer weight linen suit with an
apron tied over it to protect it. She hustled back into the
kitchen to the huge wok that sizzled over the stove. “Gui-
La! Your son and heir is here, and his guest!”

“Mom, this is Aphrodite,” Steven said.

“Of course she is,” Mother said, stirring furiously. She
shoveled cooked meat onto a plate and plopped a plat-
terful of vegetables into the hot oil She looked up, and
her face went slack with shock. “I am pleased . O,
Honored One, forgive me!” She yanked the pan off the
heat and ran to drop into a deep bow before the visitor.
“How you bless our poor house with your presence!
Gui-La!”

“What is all the shouting about?” Father asked. He
came out of the bedroom, buttoning his collar. He saw
Aphrodite, and ran to join his wife, bowing like a barom-
eter bird. “To what do we owe the privilege, Holy One?”

“Mom, Dad, what are you doing?”’

Mother looked up at him with reproachful eyes. “You
did not tell us who was your special friend. You lead us
all this time to think you have an ordinary girl!”

“Well, Mom, she answered a singles ad.”

“She what?”’

He tried to explain. Mother waved away his sput-
tered explanation.

“Never mind. Keep her well propitiated.” She turned
to Aphrodite and bowed again. This wasn’t his thor-
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oughly modern mother! “I hope our son is treating you
as a holy presence deserves.”

Steven thought about some of the things they had done
together, and blushed. Still, Aprodite didn’t turn a hair.

“He treats me as I would expect a worshiper to,” she
said. Steven’s cheeks burned more fiercely. She smiled
at him with loving indulgence. His parents couldn’t miss
the inference, but ignored it. After all, they had accepted
her as divine.

Mother hastily took a handful of incense sticks and lit
them at the Kitchen God’s shrine.

“I must thank the household protector for such a favor
as you show our humble family,” Mother said.

“It’s nothing,” Aphrodite said, giving Mother a warm
hug. Mother stiffened in the embrace, but she couldn’t
help but relax. Steven saw her face change as the lovely
girl’s charm enveloped her.

Mother threw herself into cooking with enthusiasm,
and rustled up the meal on their holiday porcelain dishes.
She served the guest first from each dish. Aprhodite was
given the best of everything, the most succulent meat, the
crispest vegetables, the largest and plumpest pancakes.
Mother kept asking her if she was pleased with her hum-
ble offerings.

Steven was still astonished that they had been able to see
something in her that he had not. Maybe he hadn’t been pay-
ing attention to the old ways that his parents had brought
with them from China. They clearly saw a divine aura about
Aphrodite, where he just saw a really pretty girl—who could
change shape and fly, admittedly, but he had no inkling look-
ing at her that she could do something like that.

“Have you chosen my son as your consort for any
divinity you see in him, Honored One?”” Mother asked,
passing the bowl of rice to her.

“Not really,” Aphrodite laughed. “I thought he was
someone else! But it turned out all right. Your son is
very lovable.”

Mother beamed at Steven as though she had invented
him, which in fact she had. “I am glad you think so,
Honored One.”
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Steven relaxed. His parents didn’t mind after all that
he was dating a blond non-Chinese girl. He was just be-
ginning to get used to the idea, and he liked it a lot.

So did his parents. From that day on they encouraged
him. When Mother called him at school, she would al-
ways ask after Aphrodite’s well-being.

“And how is the honored one?” Mother asked, one
Wednesday, about a month after they had started dating.

“She’s fine, Mom,” Steven said, trying not to react as
the “honored one” nibbled on his other ear. They were
curled up together on the shabby couch in the corner of
his dorm room.

“Please bring her for supper again at the weekend, if
she so pleases to honor our poor, humble house.” Mother
never talked like that. It was usually Father who invoked
the spirits of China in his speech patterns. He turned his
face toward Aphrodite, who captured his mouth with her
own. He moved his head back enough to speak. “Mom
says would you like to come to dinner on Friday again?”

“Oh, yes! She’s a terrific cook.”

“Aphrodite says yes, Mom,” Steven said. The kisses
tickled down the side of his neck below his ear. The
sensation overwhelmed his brain so much he just barely
heard his Mother’s next words.

“Tell her we are most honored.”

“They’re most honored,” Steven relayed to Aphrodite.

“That is so sweet of her to say so. I am honored by
her invitation.”

Steven passed it along and just barely got the phone
back on the cradle before she thought of a new position
to Kkiss in.

On Friday afternoon, Aphrodite met him with a pas-
sionate embrace at the door of his dorm room.

“Shall we go?”’ she asked.

She was dressed in tattered khaki chinos and a thin
pink shirt that was more or less barely clinging to her
sumptuous torso.

“You’re not going like that, are you?” Steven asked,
aghast.
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“Why not? It’s what I am wearing today.” She pirouet-
ted. “Don’t you like the way I look?”

He thought his heart would sink through the floor. “I
love the way you look. I'm blown away by the way you
look. I can’t believe that someone as amazing as you
wants to go out with me, the way you look. It’s just that
my mother . . . Oh, never mind. She thinks everything
you do is right.”

“So, what is the problem?”’

Steven sighed.

Once again, Mother had gone all out on dinner. With
understandable pride, she served the first course, golden
lucky cakes made with salmon. Aphrodite was lavish in
her praise. Both Father and Mother looked proud.

“I want to introduce you to the rest of the family,”
Mother said, as she offered a platter of dumplings to
Aphrodite. “Have you . . . I am curious . . . have you
ever met our ancestors?”’

“Sorry, no. I've never been much for family reunions
with other people’s relatives, since I'm still dealing with
my own, who are very much alive and kicking. My father,
for example . . .”

She told them stories of her immortal relations that
fascinated them through the pickled fish, the stir-fried
meat and vegetables, all the way to the rich, almond-
scented cake Mother had made from her great-
grandmother’s best recipe. To Steven, it sounded like
mythology class brought to life, a way of looking at the
world that was so different from his own experience.

“It feels like I'm always fighting with my brothers and
sisters,” she said, airily. “That is, if I'm not fixing them up
with one another, or dating them myself. I'm shocking you,
aren’t 1?” she said, putting a hand on Father’s arm. “But
when your life is infinite, all the taboos that you live with just
don’t matter after the first ten or twelve thousand years. Dif-
ferences don’t matter. In the end, we love one another.”

Father cleared his throat. “We Chinese have come to
the same point in our philosophy over history. In the
1920’s, there were studies . . .”

But time and again, Mother’s eyes darted to the torn
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T-shirt that just barely kept decency under wraps. She
kept glancing at Steven to see if he saw what she did.
There was no doubt about it: she disapproved.

She was endlessly nice to the guest throughout the eve-
ning, but the next day she called Steven on his cell phone.

“Steven,” she said, “you are letting down the honor
of the house.”

He looked around the cafeteria to see if anyone could
hear him. “Mom, I'm dating a goddess! How could I
possibly be letting down the honor of the house?”’

“The ancestors are surely mortified. That girl dresses
in rags! It makes me uncomfortable that a god doesn’t
behave or look like a god. In my opinion, of course. It
means a great deal how people present themselves to
one that they choose to honor. How would your grand-
father have felt if you went to his home wearing torn
clothes? He would have been disgraced. You may feel
differently because you were brought up in the American
culture. I feel that we have let you down.”

“Mom, there are plenty of gods who don’t even look
human. What would you say if they dressed in jeans?
She said appearances don’t matter. It was the infinite
that mattered. Last night you agreed with her.”

“You know what I mean,” Mother said. Steven did
know what she meant. “Perhaps you can persuade her
to dress more to her station. She is so beautiful. Anything
that she wears . . . well, not anything . . . would show
her off to such advantage. Try. She says she loves you.
Do it for me.”

He hung up with a sigh.

It was no use. Steven had taken enough physics classes
to know that when the irresistible force meets the im-
movable object, there is no movement. He tried telling
Aphrodite his mother’s feelings, but she continued to
wear the sexy clothes she enjoyed to the Friday night
dinners, and Mother continued to disapprove of them to
the point where Steven felt critical mass approaching.

One day it happened. Mother called him early in the
morning, her voice sounding as shrill as the telephone’s ring.

“H’lo?”” he murmured.
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“Steven, I don’t want you to see that woman any more.”

He was wide awake in a moment. He signed apology
to his roommate, whose head rose turtle-like from the
midst of his bedcovers. “Aphrodite? But, we’re in love!
We’re happy!”

“She will never marry you, Steven. Do you expect her
to stay forever? To take vows with a mortal? Have
your babies?”

“But, Mom!” he groaned. “You seemed to think it
was such a great idea!”

“I've changed my mind,” Mother said. “‘She is only toy-
ing with you, son. I love you so much that you must under-
stand that my interest is in your well being! Your welfare.”

Steven thought that it was more for appearance’s sake
than it was for his benefit. He could not imagine Mother
introducing Aphrodite to the rest of the family, even if
they accepted that she was divine. For his goddess, every
day was casual Friday.

In the infinite it didn’t matter, but on Earth it was
enough to begin to spoil even a perfect relationship.

That afternoon after Chemistry class, Aphrodite took
him up to make love in a cloud. He felt himself melded
with her, every nerve ending tingling with anticipation,
delight and fulfillment. The culmination of their physical
relationship should have been the most sublime moment
of his life. Yet, he found himself sighing.

“What’s the matter?”” she asked, rolling up onto an
elbow to look at him. Steven stared straight up at the
clear blue sky.

He sighed again. “Mother has decided she doesn’t ap-
prove of you.”

She studied him. “She has a little too much of my
sister Athena in her. She’s thinking far more than she
needs to. It would do her good to feel a little more.”

“Oh, I agree,” Steven said, unhappily. “But she has
this pride thing going, and I just don’t know how to get
around it. She’s just driving me crazy, harping on what
you wear, how you act, how you look . . .”

One perfect eyebrow rose. “What’s wrong with how
I look?”
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“Oh, there’s nothing wrong with you. I think you’re
perfect.”

She smiled. “See? That’s why I love you. But I love
your mother, too.”

Steven frowned. “You do? That’s weird.”

“No, it isn’t. I love everyone.” She regarded him sadly.
“I can see how unhappy all of this is making you. I have
been thinking. It might be best if we broke up.”

“No! No!” Steven said, sitting upright. The cloudstuff
rolled under him like an armload of cushions. “That’s
not a good idea.”

Aphrodite shook her head.

“Your mother was right, you know. This wasn’t meant
to be forever. In fact, it was an accident that we got
together at all. I've enjoyed it very much.”

He gathered her in his arms and held her tightly.
“Well, I have, too! Please don’t break up with me just
because of what my mother said.”

“But you love your mother,” Aphrodite said, her voice
muffled in his shoulder. “She is going to be in your life
a lot longer than I am. Let me tell you, mixed marriages,
mortals and immortals, don’t really do very well for too
long. Look at my father and all of his girlfriends! If the
relationship lasts up to the birth of the baby, believe me,
that’s it. Perhaps now would be a good time to part,
while you’re not too attached to me yet.”” She looked up
at him, and tears stood in her glowing blue eyes. “It
could have been fun, Steven. I know you will have a
good future. You certainly have the capacity to love. I
hope that I have helped you build your confidence. You
can find someone who is more your type.”

“No, I don’t want someone who is more my type,”
Steven said. He knew he sounded petulant as a small
child. “I want . . . I mean . . . I am saying it all wrong!
I want you!”

She shook her head. “Everyone always strives for the
absolutes, Steven. That’s one thing I have discovered
over the years. I will always be here. I'll be part of the
girl that you fall in love with. I'll be part of the children
that she bears for you. I'm part of your parents, and I'm



VENUS IN BLUE JEANS 59

part of you, forever. It’s not just ancestor worship that
your parents have taught you: it’s the worship of the
infinite, that which is greater than all of us.”

“I know,” he said grumpily, realizing how silly he must
look, naked on a cloud, arguing with a dream. “But I liked
it when it was in a package I could put my arms around.”

“You’re a programmer,” she said, with a twinkle. “‘Fig-
ure out how to do it, and you’ll make countless people
happy. After all, isn’t everything a microcosm of the
macrocosm?”’

“That’s not how it works,” he said, peevishly.

She shrugged. “I'm not the goddess of wisdom. I'm
the goddess of love. Anyway, tell your mother she wins.
That will make her feel good. And I promise, pretty soon
I'll send you someone who’s right for you. Have I ever
lied to you?”

“No,” Steven said, feeling despondent. “You never
have. You've been everything to me, and I love you
for that.”

“There, you see? I've been a good influence on you.
But I'd keep that from your mother.”

She put her hands on his cheeks and kissed him
deeply. Before he knew it, he was fully clad, standing in
the middle of the quad, and she was gone.

Steven felt sorry for himself. He stayed in bed for the
next day and a half, playing video games and refusing to
answer the phone.

Friday rolled around again. He went home to dinner.
All he could do was pick at his food, even when his
mother nudged the nicest of the dumplings onto his
plate. Father tried to talk computer games with him, but
he just couldn’t muster any interest at all. He kept think-
ing about the most beautiful girl in the world—in any
world.

His aunt called during dessert. Mother 