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he wondered how he would look as he died, as his last breath issued from his lungs, 
and it bothered her that she was allowing herself to even contemplate this. 

Chrysanthemum Stone, thirty-two and athletically built, dressed in designer 
jeans and a black T-shirt, watched the man who had made love to her just seven hours 
earlier, as he slept peacefully, content. She slipped her feet into her white sneakers, and 
kissed the man on the cheek before she went to the kitchen to make them some breakfast. 

Last night was dangerous, she thought. Stupid. But she hadn't been able to stop 
herself. The thought of being held, caressed, if only for a night, pleased her considerably. 
How long had it been since she had last been with a man? She couldn't remember. And 
what had it hurt, anyway? Soon, the job would be done. Michael Gordon would be dead, 
his estranged wife will be a satisfied customer, and Chrysanthemum Stone would end up 
making a substantial deposit into her savings account. In truth, letting him pick her up at 
the club had made it easier to get him alone. 

Michael Gordon, wearing only blue jeans, walked into the kitchen as 
Chrysanthemum was setting two plates of bacon and scrambled eggs down on the table. 
She had already poured them each a large glass of orange juice. 

"You're up early," he said. 
She smiled as she set a plate of buttered toast on the table. 
"I hope you don't mind. I wanted to surprise you with breakfast. You are hungry, 

right?" 
He nodded. "Starving." Then he grinned. "Especially after last night." 
Chrysanthemum heard the smirk in his voice, the naïve cockiness. Through the 

window she watched the rain come down, the wind blow gently through the trees. 
Raindrops tapped rhythmically against the glass. 

They sat down to the food, and Michael ate ravenously. 
"So tell me something about yourself." He spoke with his mouth full, a trait 

Chrysanthemum had always despised. 
Chrysanthemum chewed the food in her mouth, swallowed, and blotted her lips 

with her napkin. "What do you want to know?" she asked. And as she spoke these words, 
she knew that she would be candid with him. What difference would it make at this point? she 
thought. 

He shoveled more eggs into his mouth, followed by two slices of bacon and half his 
juice. He seemed to be giving his first question a lot of thought. 

"You married?" he asked. 
Chrysanthemum choked out a laugh. 
"What's so funny?" 
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"Don't you think that's a question you should have asked last night before you 
brought me home?" 

He shrugged. 
"We spent the entire night in bed," she reminded him. 
He shoveled more food. 
"I guess you wouldn't have come home with me if you were married." 
"No, I wouldn't have." 
They ate in silence for a time. She watched as continued to devour his food, as 

though it were his last meal. She smiled at the irony of the thought. 
"So why did you come home with me last night?" he asked. "Of all the men at the 

club, why me?" 
She stared at him for a moment, smiled genuinely. "Because you wanted me to." 
He laughed. "You're kidding, right?" 
He finished his juice and went to the fridge for more. He poured another glass and 

returned to his chair. He stared at her for a long time, then shook his head. 
"What?" she asked. 
"My whole life I've never been so lucky." 
"What do you mean?" 
"I mean you. Look at you. You're a stone cold fox. You're the sexiest thing I've ever 

set eyes on. And you came home with me." 
She was almost starting to feel sorry for him. Dumb bastard. 
"What about you?" she asked. "You married?" 
"No," he said. 
She knew it was a lie. Michael Gordon was indeed married, though he had been 

estranged from his wife for several months. His wife claimed there was no longer any love 
shared between them. It was no secret that he had cheated on her countless times. Had, in 
fact, been caught in bed with another woman on more than one occasion. But he refused 
to give her a divorce. He even hinted that he would take half of everything she had if she 
tried to leave him. Insult to injury. 

Chrysanthemum wanted to slap him, tell him she knew he was lying. 
He turned the subject to the previous night. 
"You were amazing," he said. 
Chrysanthemum hopped to her feet then, gathered the dirty dishes, and carried 

them to the sink. This wasn't something she was prepared to hear. She kept her back to 
him as she washed the dishes they had used. 

"I need to take a shower," he said. "You still gonna be here when I get out?" 
Chrysanthemum looked at him over her shoulder, put a smile on her face. "Sure." 
She watched him leave the room. While he was gone, she finished the dishes. 

When the last plate was dry, she gathered up everything they had used, wrapped it all in 
paper towels, then placed the entire bundle into her shoulder bag. She opened the 
refrigerator and retrieved the carton of orange juice, carton of eggs, package of bacon, and 
the bread, and placed those items into her bag as well. 

She removed the trash bag from the can in the cabinet under the sink, placed a 
fresh bag in its place, and put the full one next to her shoulder bag. 

A loud crash came from the direction of the master bath. In her mind, 
Chrysanthemum saw Michael Gordon clutch his chest and collapse in the shower, 
knocking the door out of its tracks as he fell to the floor. Chrysanthemum ignored the 
crash and busied herself wiping down all the surfaces she had touched, eliminating any 
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possible trace of fingerprints. She walked through the living room and kitchen one last 
time to make sure she hadn't overlooked anything. 

Michael Gordon, who had introduced himself as John Ward when she had allowed 
him to pick her up at a local blues club the night before, lay dead in the shower. 
Chrysanthemum knew there wasn't any need to check for a pulse, certain the oleander 
nectar she had mixed into his orange juice had forced him into cardiac arrest. The shower 
was still running, and she left it that way. 

As far as anyone would surmise, Michael Gordon had died alone. 
Chrysanthemum Stone had never been there. 
 
  

THE FOOD COURT AT THE LOCAL SHOPPING MALL was large and impersonal. No one 
noticed anyone else unless they were trying to. And even if someone did notice 
Chrysanthemum Stone, she wouldn't be recognized. She always altered her appearance 
significantly before meeting with clients. 

Chrysanthemum sat alone, a bag from Barnes & Noble sitting on the table in front 
of her. She was eating a slice of pepperoni pizza and sipping Diet Coke. 

The woman entered and scanned the food court, then walked over to the table and 
sat across from Chrysanthemum. She, too, had a bag from Barnes & Noble. 

The woman pointed at Chrysanthemum's bag and said, "Did you find anything 
good?" 

"Yes, I did. A nice biography." 
"I'm partial to science fiction," the woman said. 
It was a planned exchange. Scripted. One misspoke word and Chrysanthemum 

would quietly rise and leave. You could never be too careful. 
The woman was Joanne Gordon. Thirty-seven, five-eight, one hundred twenty 

pounds, light brown hair. She wore a matching burgundy velvet top and skirt that 
accentuated her figure. She was obviously conscious of her appearance. 

Joanne was the owner of the Joanne Gordon Insurance Agency, which she had 
started six years ago, one year after her marriage to Michael Gordon. 

"Were there any problems?" Joanne asked. 
"No." 
Chrysanthemum took another bite of pizza. She put the slice down and had 

another drink of soda. 
Silence stretched out between them. 
"How did you do it?" Joanne asked. 
Chrysanthemum blotted her lips before she answered, shook her head. 
"The details do not concern you." 
"Yes, I suppose you're right." 
There was another long silence. 
"Did he suffer? Can you at least tell me that?" 
"What difference does it make? Does it really matter?" 
Joanne Gordon's eyes told Chrysanthemum that she was considering the question. 
"No," she finally admitted, "I suppose it doesn't." 
Chrysanthemum nodded. "He didn't suffer," she said anyway. 
A hint of disappointment floated to the surface of the woman's face. She made eye 

contact with Chrysanthemum and held it for a long time. 
"Did he try to seduce you?" Joanne asked. 
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Chrysanthemum didn't answer. What was the look on the woman's face? Jealousy? 
Anger? 

"I guess that doesn't really matter now either." 
More silence. 
Joanne Gordon nudged her Barnes & Noble bag toward Chrysanthemum. "The 

balance due," she said. "I suppose you'll want to count it." 
Chrysanthemum shook her head slightly as she rolled the debris from her lunch 

into the paper plate the pizza had come in and pushed it into her shoulder bag. She rose to 
her feet and took Joanne's Barnes & Noble bag into her hand, leaving her own in its place. 

"I'm sure it's all here," Chrysanthemum said, fixing the woman with a look that said 
she would be stupid to try and short her on the agreed-upon fee. 

There was hardly a perceptible beat. 
"Of course," Joan said. 
Chrysanthemum Stone nodded. 
She said, "Don't get up for at least five minutes. After that you can leave." 


