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Today was Friday and Amy O’Sullivan left her desk in city hall like she did to end each week. 

Her office wasn’t one of the really important ones. Those offices were political. Her office was 

one necessary for the efficient dispatch of the District of Columbia’s business, as the mayor 

redefined it from time to time.  

 Amy looked about for Craig, her favorite security guard. In cowgirl lingo, Craig’s boots 

would be welcome in her bunkhouse any night. She didn’t see him. She went through the door 

and out into the parking lot.  

 It was an ordinary Friday. The end of one more ordinary week. In an hour, Amy would 

learn that ordinary would no longer be part of her life. 

____ 

 

Amy leaned into the breeze and pulled her purse in front and took out her cellphone. She 

checked for messages. It was part of her routine while walking to her car. Her real focus was on 

thoughts of the slight curl in Craig’s dark hair, his light blue eyes, the dimple in his chin, and the 

way his biceps strained the sleeves of his official security shirt. Yesterday she used her 

friendship network to gain access to his personnel file. He was single.  
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Tomorrow, I’ll take the initiative. Lunch, or maybe a room service dinner in the Marriott. 

Am I that bold?  

As she walked, she refocused on her cell phone. There were no voice messages, but two 

text messages, neither from Craig. She walked to the corner and, while waiting for the green 

light, clicked on the first message: $50,000. ONE CHANCE IN FIVE YOU WIN IT ALL. NO COST TO 

ENTER. The light changed.  She stepped off the curb.  

Who wouldn’t want $50,000?  

 Amy used her remote to unlock the driver’s door. She got in, closed the door, lowered the 

driver’s window, and opened her other text message: YOU’RE AN ADVENTUROUS WOMAN. WHAT 

DO YOU HAVE TO LOSE? 

            She stuck her cell in one of the cup holders, started the engine, and turned right leaving 

the lot.  

 Aww, it’s just another phony solicitation. A come on for some credit card offer.   

It was Friday, her night to put on sloppy clothes and unwind. Amy was thirty-eight and 

unmarried, but certainly not celibate. She’d had plenty of lovers, a reasonable number anyway. 

She ran her tongue across her upper lip while enjoying one more brief fantasy of Craig: when she 

got home, he would be on her private rear patio, drink in hand, steak on the grill, the bottom of 

an apron just above his cowboy boots. He probably wasn’t a long-term man, but most men 

weren’t. She was a modern pragmatic woman. No promises were necessary. No “I love you,” 

was needed. Attraction was essential, of course, along with being a nonsmoker, a regular bather, 

a good sense of humor, and the intangibles. She couldn’t define or explain the intangibles, but 

they were a meaty part of her selection process. A guy either had them or, as the lyrics go, walk 

on by. 

Going home was an automatic pilot function. She got there, went in, and dropped her 

purse on the table just inside the door. In her master bedroom, she kicked off her shoes, took off 

her skirt, blouse, and undies, and slipped into an oversized, faded, yellow t-shirt, built for some 

hairy blue-collar behemoth named Bruno. The sleeves ended below her elbows. The sagging 

neckline low due to shirt droop rather than fashion. Overall, it was loose enough to allow Craig 

to squirm up inside with her.  
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She opened the refrigerator to get a glass of wine, but her hand stopped short of the open 

bottle of pinot grigio. An envelope set balanced atop the bottle, a plain, unsealed envelope, its 

flap up.  

Somebody’s been in my frigging fridge. 

She felt some resistance when she touched the envelope. It was attached by some sort of 

adhesive. When she was lucid, Amy’s mind was Ginsu sharp, but right now it had the texture of 

an overripe plum. She tugged the envelope free and looked at it. The front was blank, without 

postage. 

The post office doesn’t deliver to refrigerators. 

She removed the bottle and shut the fridge. After putting the envelope on the coffee table, 

she closed her drapes, returned to the kitchen, and poured herself some wine. On the way back to 

her couch she used a remote to turn on the gas fireplace. Before sitting she paused, thought, 

turned, returned to the kitchen, poured the wine into the sink, and put the glass in the dishwasher. 

She opened a bottle of merlot and poured a healthy portion into a fresh glass. This was a red 

wine kind of night. 

On the couch, she curled her feet under, sipped her merlot, and held the unblemished 

number-ten business envelope in front of her. She put it on her thigh and slid her hand across its 

face. There were no lumps. It contained nothing but paper. In her mailbox, with her name and 

some postage, it would’ve been completely innocent. In her refrigerator, without her name and 

with no postage it gave rise to numerous unanswered questions.   

She smelled it, nothing. She put her hand flat upon it. It felt cold. 

 Must have been in fridge a few hours. Who? How? 

 She dropped the envelope on the coffee table, stood up, and quickly walked around her 

rented ground-floor condo desperately searching to see if anything was missing. A burglar would 

have taken the television, her computer, shoes, underwear maybe—something.  

Nothing’s missing.  

Back on the couch, she stared at the envelope. Her mouth twitched, mostly her bottom 

lip. 
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Maybe there’s an address inside and a signature at the bottom.  

She blew into the envelope, billowing its sides, and, as anticipated, saw a couple of sheets 

of paper. She took them out and drummed the folded pages on the palm of her other hand.  

She reached over, pulled the throw off the back of the couch, and spread it over her bare 

legs. After another sip of wine, she unfolded the letter. A quick glance told her there was no 

letterhead and no name at the bottom. She began reading: 

Dear Miss O’Sullivan, Contestant #3: 

One day I hope you’ll tell me what must be a fascinating story of how a 

young woman from Bosnia got an Irish surname. I used Miss because we both 

know you’ve never been married. So, marriage could not explain how you ended 

up with the name O’Sullivan.  My research indicates that given the horrors of 

your youth, you could have grown up afraid of your own shadow. Instead you’ve 

become a smart woman, a bold woman, but a careful one. 

No one knows about my youth. 

She continued reading: 

Being careful, I’m guessing you did not drink from the open bottle of 

white wine upon which you found my envelope. Your habit of having a glass of 

wine when you get home from work is a pleasant one. I often do the same thing. 

Could we be related? If so, our family is a huge one. By now you’ve realized I’m 

not a burglar. To the contrary, I added a few bottles to your wine storage. I’m 

confident you’ll enjoy them. For tonight, I guessed you’d pick the merlot. The 

room temperature of the red and its robust body, right for the insecurity you are 

understandably feeling. I’m imagining a glass of the merlot rests close to you. The 

fireplace is likely on, another pleasant habit. I applaud the way you segue from a 

hard work week into the soft landing of a weekend.  

Take a deep breath, you are under no threat. Relax and read the rest of my 

letter of invitation.  
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Let me start by whetting your appetite for the competition. If you are the 

winner, you will receive your choice of $50,000 American dollars or, 

alternatively, you may designate one person to be murdered by yours truly.  

A Murder. Christ. This guy’s a nut job. 

You will automatically be disqualified if: 1) you remove this letter from 

your home, copy it, or show it to anyone, or 2) before winning or after, you 

indicate to anyone the person you want murdered. Often I am able to determine 

the desired victim for my winners without their needing to inform me. When this 

is possible, it further assures my anonymity. In any event, you need to know 

public figures are not eligible to be designated for elimination.  

What is required for you to win? It’s simple. The game begins one week 

from tomorrow night. A limousine will pick you up at your home at six-thirty 

p.m. and return you home several hours later. You are required to come to the 

limo wearing the masquerade mask I’ve left in the top drawer of the dresser in 

your guest bedroom. If you haven’t seen it yet, you may want to take a moment to 

locate it. 

Amy dropped the letter to the cushion, got up, and rushed to the door of her guest 

bedroom. Her hand gripped the casing of the door. She reached inside, flipped on the light, and 

rushed to the dresser. 

Holy shit. It’s there.  

It was gold with black highlights. It wasn’t a full face mask, but the kind that covers the 

eyes, across the nose, and far enough up the forehead to hide the eyebrows, a half mask. Two red 

feathers rose from above and to the side of one of the eyeholes. She held it in front of her face 

and looked in the dresser mirror.  

She started to put it on the nightstand, but changed her mind. Instead, she carried it out to 

the living room, put it on the coffee table in front of her couch, and continued reading the letter 

of invitation. 
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I must insist you wear the half mask until the night ends and you are back 

inside your home. Saturday night will begin with some wine and appetizers 

followed by a strawberry and Bibb lettuce salad, a duck entrée, and capped off 

with cherries jubilee for dessert.   

During the evening, your host will ask questions of each contestant and 

specify one or more subjects for discussion. The host will wear a mask like the 

one worn by you and the other four contestants. This assures anonymity for the 

entire group. To have a chance to win, your answers and comments will need to 

be completely candid and void of political correctness. The more entertaining the 

better. The decision of the judge—that’s me—will be final.   

The limousine will take you to a private residence. Inside the limo, the 

driver will give you a second mask designed to block your vision. You will 

remove that mask after the limousine brings you to the destination. Your personal 

mask must remain on the entire evening. The blackout mask must again be worn 

for the ride back to your home.  

And remember, leave this letter at home at all times. Neither of us can 

chance a lost or stolen purse, an incapacitating accident to one of the contestants, 

or, heaven forbid, the invasive act of a pickpocket.  

A total of five contestants have been invited. If all participate, you will 

have a one in five chance of winning either the $50,000 cash award or the 

elimination of the person you most want removed from life. If one or more 

contestants elect not to enter, your odds of winning increase substantially. I am 

careful when selecting contestants, so it is rare when one I invite does not 

participate. Admittedly, most start out thinking it will be an exciting activity and 

the odds are quite good they will win $50,000.  

Who am I? 

That, you will never know.  
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I have conducted many similar contests in major cities. There is no charge 

to participate and no charge should you win. 

Why do I do this? 

I retired after a thirty-year career as an assassin. None of my murders has 

ever been solved and none of my clients have ever been arrested for the crimes. I 

made a lot of money and retired to a life of luxury. Surprisingly, I missed the 

challenges of my work, and, like many retired Americans, decided to work part-

time. To keep my hand in, I do one or two pro bono executions each year.  

A psycho. Christ all mighty. 

To anticipate your next question, if they’re pro bono, what do I get out of 

it?  

My thing is the challenge of crafting an unsolvable murder. In the end, I 

have no motive for the killing. You pay me nothing, so there’s no money trail for 

the police to follow. And, as part of my service, I provide you with an ironclad 

alibi. This leaves the cops with an unknown perp, as they call us, with no motive, 

no money trail, and an impenetrable alibi for one possible suspect—you. I 

consider it completely unprofessional to frame another for my murders. Do not 

concern yourself with that. My shtick is to point the authorities at no one—

resulting in a totally baffled law enforcement community. 

Before your imagination goes too far afield, this competition will not 

require you either to perform a sexual act, or, should you elect to take the cash 

award, to commit any crime whatsoever. The possible exception being should you 

elect to not report the $50,000 cash on your tax return, a misbehaving act, to be 

certain, but tax evasion is often viewed as more of a parlor game than a true 

crime. 

The Game of Masks begins in eight days. That’s next Saturday night. 

______ 

 The invitation included no signature. 


