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All in Her Head

By N. M. Cedeño

N.M. Cedeño’s debut novel is a compelling mystery romance that will grab you by the throat right from the first page, and will keep you guessing until the very end.

Shy and socially awkward, Martha Rowan is adjusting to life in Dallas, Texas, when she stumbles into an attempted car-jacking and becomes the target of a killer intent on eliminating witnesses. Eager to discover the fate of the victim, Curt Holliczek, Martha seeks out his family. Anxious to make friends, she is drawn into the lives of the seemingly friendly Holliczeks … especially Curt’s handsome brother, Daniel.

When the police determine that the car-jacking was a planned attack, not a random event, Martha must race to identify the mastermind behind the car-jacking and a series of increasingly violent attacks, before she ends up dead. Is the mastermind a drug lord in Peru with ties to Curt Holliczek’s lovely Peruvian wife, Alegria? Or could the villain be the mysterious Daniel, a veteran with secrets of his own?

Plagued by the nightmares, insomnia, and anxiety of post-traumatic stress, Martha’s own mental health is unstable. Whom can she trust, where does the truth lie, and should she listen to the strange voices in her head before someone else is killed?


A Lucky Bat Book


[image: ]



All in Her Head

Copyright 2014 by N. M. Cedeño

All rights reserved

Cover Artist: Brandon Swann

Published by Lucky Bat Books

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Discover other titles by the author at nmcedeno.com

All of the characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to any persons living or dead is coincidental. Dallas, Texas, and its suburbs, businesses, and organizations exist, but not necessarily exactly as presented in the book. Certain details, including building locations, have been altered to fit the story.

 License Notes 

This e-book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This e-book may not be resold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with other people, please purchase additional copies. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your favorite online retailer for your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


Contents

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Epilogue

About N. M. Cedeño

Connect with N. M. Cedeño


Acknowledgements

Thank you, Laurel Clements and Deborah Dillon. You are the best second readers.


Chapter 1

After showering away any remaining splatters of blood, Martha left her apartment to drive to Parkland Memorial Hospital, hoping that the man was still alive. A low rumble from the sky diverted her attention as she locked her apartment door. Towering thunderheads blotted out the sun, darkening the sky to a foreboding gray. The police had told her that the man, named Curt Holliczek, had been taken to Parkland Memorial for treatment and that his wife had been contacted. If she wanted to know about his condition, she would have to go to the hospital and speak to his wife. The hospital would never tell her anything over the phone. Storm or no storm, she had to go.

A small knot formed in Martha’s stomach as she drove. Traffic wasn’t approaching rush- hour levels yet, but it was heavy enough to bother her. As she pulled into the hospital’s visitor parking lot, small balls of rain, too big to call drops, began to pummel her car. By the time she bolted through the sliding-glass doors at the entrance of the hospital, the rain was coming down in a torrential curtain, and lightning danced between the roiling clouds.

Martha glanced at the clouds, pictured a tornado forming, and deleted the image from her mind. Her feet and brown leather sandals were soaked. Water dripped down her arms and spotted her green, denim dress in spite of her umbrella, which she shook out and closed. Jogging through the second set of automatic glass doors into a blast of freezing air-conditioned air, Martha immediately began to shiver. Her heavy, mahogany brown hair pulled into a low ponytail at the base of her neck (the only part of her that the umbrella had successfully protected) was still wet from showering.

At the lobby information desk, a stern-looking, gray-haired volunteer with a squashed nose like a Pekingese sat in front of a computer terminal. She was speaking into the phone, “One moment, please, and I’ll connect you.” She completed the transfer and turned her attention to Martha.

“How may I help you?”

Curt Holliczek’s name stuck to Martha’s tongue as she realized she hadn’t brought a card. “Where’s the gift shop?”

The volunteer rattled off directions. Martha found the shop, and browsed the “get well” card section. Most of the cards were too personal for her to give to someone she didn’t know, which left the supposedly humorous ones as the only option. Martha chose the one that seemed the least cheesy. It wasn’t the gift card industry’s finest work, but it would do.

Dropping down into a hard plastic chair in the lobby, Martha pulled a pen from her bag. As she popped the cap on the back end of the pen, her mind began to run itself again.

What on earth do you write to someone who was shot right in front of you, who may now be dying? You don’t know anything about him except that he was bleeding horribly and still had the presence of mind to worry about his baby. Please, God, help him. You could always say, “Get well soon,” and leave it at that. Oh, yeah, sure, with the post script, “By the way, I’m the one who watched you get shot.”

Martha tapped the pen on the armrest of the chair. The thoughts began to spin out of control, like a race car’s tires at full speed. She tried to force the worst of them back as they came.

Why did you come? You don’t know what to say or what to do. If his relatives are here, you’ll be intruding.

Come on, I can do this. I’ll hate myself if I don’t let them know I care. I have nothing to apologize for. They might want a first-hand description of what happened. Maybe not now, but later they will. Especially if he dies. Which he won’t. Please, God. I’ll just leave my name and number and let them know I’m willing to talk to them.

She scrawled, “I’m praying you have a swift recovery. I wish I could have done more to help. Martha Rowan.” She added her email address and cell phone number on the opposite page.

Forcing the card into the envelope, Martha squared her shoulders. She walked back to the information desk and asked for Curt Holliczek’s room. Punching in the button for the floor on the elevator, Martha watched the doors close and exhaled deeply.

~~~

She remembered the morning starting like all the others since she had moved to Dallas three months ago. The day began to replay in her head …

A blast of ozone, exhaust, and heat enveloped Martha as the doors opened in front of her that morning. She hopped off the DART train, crossed the street, and began to cut through a parking lot that was tightly packed with cars.

A blue minivan and a grime-encrusted, monster SUV were blocking her path back to the sidewalk. Martha hated walking between large vehicles. It felt unsafe, but the summer air was scorching, and the most direct route to her office lay between the large vehicles. She was approaching the SUV when a harsh voice rose from between it and the minivan.

“Give me your wallet and keys!”

Sandals skidding on the rough asphalt, Martha slammed to a stop. She jumped backward and dropped down, before inching forward to peek around the bumper of the SUV. A dark-haired man in blue jeans and a gray sport coat stood facing her. The barrel of a small gun protruded from his right hand. A stocky man with sandy hair stood between Martha and the gunman. He was facing the gunman with his hands raised defensively.

Crouching behind the filthy SUV, Martha whipped her head around, looking for help. Downtown Dallas was filling with people arriving for work, and everyone was going the wrong way. She could see the square glass solarium of the Dallas World Aquarium, surrounded at its base by incongruous, non-native, leafy, tropical plants, looming in the distance to her right. The aquarium was a tourist site, not open for another hour. To her left she could see the back of the DART West Transit Center. The transit center was probably full of people, but they were on the other side of the building. Calling 911 wasn’t an option. The gunman would hear her.

She spotted the parking attendant on the far side of the lot, waving his arms like a maestro, conducting a massive pickup truck as it maneuvered to fit into one of the few remaining spaces.

Rising with shaking knees to a half-bent position, Martha began to back away, intent upon phoning for help, when the harsh voice spoke again. She stopped, terrified the man would hear her movements.

“The keys! I want the keys now!”

Martha reversed course and inched closer to the SUV. She peered through a thin strip of the filthy back window, where a child had scrawled “wash me.” The sandy-haired man was holding out his keys. As she watched, he dropped them. However, instead of dropping them straight into the mugger’s outstretched hand, the man flicked them sideways. The keys clattered to the ground under the minivan. A look of thrilled delight filled the mugger’s face as he raised the gun toward the sandy-haired man’s head. His finger began to slowly squeeze the trigger.

Screaming, Martha straightened up and launched her purse at the gunman. The mugger’s eyes flew to Martha as her ten-pound purse crashed into his stomach. The sandy-haired man pounced for the gun.

A loud bang reverberated between the vehicles as Martha jumped back behind the SUV and covered her face with her hands. The echo died, allowing the rumble of city traffic to reassert itself. Martha uncovered her face and hunched down to peer under the vehicle. The sandy-haired man lay sprawled on the asphalt, motionless and bleeding. The mugger’s feet were gone.

A second later, the parking attendant reached her side. “Call 911!” she called, as she rushed to the bleeding man. The attendant pulled out a cell phone and began to dial.

Martha ripped off her lightweight cotton sweater and balled it up in her hands. A small hole under the man’s right collarbone oozed blood, but a puddle of blood was forming under him. Pushing him on his side, Martha could see the man’s entire back was drenched with dark blood pouring from the gaping exit wound near his shoulder blade. Cramming her balled-up sweater over the hole, she tried to staunch the stream of blood. Between the vehicles, the warm, unmoving air was so laden with the iron scent of blood that Martha could taste it.

Gasping in pain, the man’s eyes fluttered open and he groaned. He tried to push Martha away and twisted his legs under him to try to stand.

“Don’t move! Help is coming! We’ll get you to the hospital,” Martha said, praying under her breath that the ambulance would hurry. The blood was beginning to soak through her sweater onto her hands.

The parking attendant, a slight, dark-skinned Indian man, knelt by her side. “I called 911. Help should be here any second. The station is not far,” he said in mildly accented British English.

Sirens sounded in the distance.

The man on the ground spoke, but his words were lost in the background noise.

“What did you say?” Martha leaned over him, putting her ear close to his mouth.

“My baby. Van is hot.”

“He says he doesn’t want the baby to get hot in the van. Can you see if there’s a baby? I can’t take the pressure off.”

The attendant jumped to his feet and ran around the van. Martha heard him pull the side door open and call out, “Yes, the baby is in a car seat,” before the sirens drowned out whatever else he said.

Paramedics appeared at Martha’s side. As they took over, Martha scooted back out of the way and bumped into the feet of a police officer, who offered her a hand to help her up. Mechanically wiping the blood from her hands onto her slacks, Martha watched the paramedics work.

“Are you injured, Ma’am?” the police officer asked.

“No, I saw what happened. This is his blood, not mine.”

~~~

The memories stopped there, and Martha glanced at her green dress, splotched with raindrops, instead of blood.

The shooter’s face was imprinted on her brain. She’d spent over an hour describing him to a sketch artist for the police. The resulting picture was jolting in its accuracy. She could see his dark eyes; black, spiky hair; and stubbly, brown face, which was round with flat cheeks and a long nose that hooked at the end. He looked maybe Latino or Native American. She even remembered his clothes, which seemed odd, since it felt like she’d mostly focused on the gun in his hand. Closing her eyes, Martha pictured the man in her mind. He had worn blue jeans and a gray sport coat over a pale-colored shirt. Maybe light blue? She couldn’t remember his shoes.

She looked at her hands. The blood was gone now, but she could remember how it had felt. Her hands had been sticky. Dark, drying blood had been caught in the lines in her palms, in the crevices around her cuticles, and under her fingernails. She’d had to wash them at the police station.

A memory of the metallic smell of blood saturated the air. A wave of intense guilt and anxiety engulfed her body.

You should have gotten help more quickly instead of standing there and watching. You should have done something more.

The thoughts came in quick succession. A part of her brain tried to fight back.

Shake it off. I did all I could.

She shook her head, hoping the motion would help to remove the thoughts crashing through her brain. Nausea hit.

Get a hold of yourself. You will not throw up!

She fought off the nausea with a few deep breaths.

She focused on the words of the detective who had questioned her for four hours after the shooting. He was a huge man, as big as a Dallas Cowboys football player. “Don’t blame yourself. You didn’t shoot him. You did your best to stop the bleeding. If he lives, it will be because of you,” said Detective Monroe.

Being questioned by him had been odd. The giant detective, Monroe, had asked her every conceivable question in an attempt to elicit every tiny detail from her memory. They reviewed the shooting at least four times, each time with slight variations of the same questions. Martha had felt like she was being questioned by an inexplicably gentle, yet ruthlessly persistent, Goliath. At least six and a half feet tall, maybe even closer to seven feet, the detective had given her the impression of a protective tower hovering over her. As they had walked through the police station, he had automatically ducked his head when they had passed through door frames.

Now, it felt as if the shooting had happened in an alternate reality, not this morning on the way to work.

The elevator doors opened. Three nurses rushed by as an alarm went off somewhere. Martha watched them disappear into a room, hoping the patient in trouble wasn’t Curt Holliczek.


Chapter 2

Martha turned around and saw a nurse’s area with a bank of computer monitors showing the current vital statistics on the different patients. Scrub-wearing people stood working near the computers. One nurse conferred with a doctor. Another nurse checked monitors. A young man was rapidly carrying a stack of IV solutions down the long corridor that stretched to the right and left. A rosacea-faced woman with three chins and a hefty bosom sat entering data into a computer, mechanically flipping through each chart in a pile by her elbow and moving them to form a new pile on the floor by her feet.

“Excuse me. Is it okay to leave this card for Curt Holliczek?” Martha asked.

The clerk glanced up with a perky smile that was at odds with the painful redness of her face. “One minute. Let me check with his nurse.”

The heavy woman turned from the computers and called out to a nurse standing by the bank of monitors. “Jenn, can this lady take a card to Mr. Holliczek?”

“He’s still sleeping, and he’s not supposed to have any visitors, but his wife is with him. If you’d like, I’ll ask her to step out here.”

“Yes, thank you,” Martha said.

The nurse trotted down the hall silently and vanished into a room down the corridor.

Talking to the man’s wife in front of the crowd at the desk area would be unfathomable. Martha hated having to speak in front of other people. Her shyness and anxiety around groups of people made her shrink inward into a protective cocoon if she hadn’t prepared herself to face them. She was an extreme introvert. Having to face people all day sucked the energy out of her, leaving her tired and in need of a peaceful recharge in the evenings. Like most introverts, she forced herself to deal with the world. Life required it. Martha had a strong sense of empathy and a deeply ingrained, faith-based belief that people should help others. To roll up into a ball and ignore the world would be abandoning her duty. However, she did have mental tricks and methods of handling people on her own terms.

Martha walked down the hall to meet Mrs. Holliczek closer to the room, where they might speak with a bit more privacy.

Jenn reappeared from behind a wide door and pulled it closed behind her.

“Mrs. Holliczek will be right out.” She smiled, knocked on the door to the next room, opened it, and vanished again.

The card felt slippery in her sweating hands. Her face flamed red with embarrassment and nerves. Meeting new people was always hard for her, and feeling like she’d failed the woman’s husband made this meeting doubly hard. Martha closed her eyes and ordered herself to calm down.

When she opened her eyes, a petite, black-haired, brown-skinned woman was standing in front of her. Mrs. Holliczek’s red-rimmed, black eyes held a puzzled look.

“Hello, Mrs. Holliczek. I’m sorry to bother you. I wanted to give your husband this card and wish him well.” Martha paused. She wasn’t saying what she needed to say. She needed to back up and introduce herself.

“I’m Martha Rowan. I was walking across the parking lot this morning and saw your husband get shot. I’m sorry I couldn’t do more to help him.” Martha felt tears beginning to form around the edges of her eyes. She blinked them away.

“The police told me that a woman walking by had helped Curt by throwing her purse at the gunman, putting pressure on the wound to stop the bleeding, and asking someone to call an ambulance. Was that you?” Her gentle voice flowed with a soft staccato accent that suggested either foreign parentage or foreign birth. An orange, embroidered blouse gave her brown skin a warm glow. Well-fitting jeans flattered her round hips. Bright orange toenails popped out of unseen sandals, which were hidden by the bottom of her jeans.

“Yes,” Martha answered.

“Thank you so much! You have no reason to be sorry. Curt owes his life to you. You did much more than many people would. Most people are afraid to touch a bleeding person. Curt could have bled to death before the ambulance got there, if you hadn’t helped him.” She stepped forward and hugged Martha, who stiffened with surprise, since she wasn’t one for hugging people she didn’t know very well.

“I brought a card for your husband. I put my name and email address inside. If ... when ... if you want to know what I saw, I’ll tell you. I know you probably don’t want to hear about it now.” Martha held out the card.

“Please, call me Alegria. Yes, I absolutely want to hear anything you can tell me. Do you have time now? Curt is sleeping. The doctors gave him something for the pain, and they want him to sleep now.”

“Is he ...?” Martha paused, staring at the door to the room, picturing the sandy-haired man, pale, connected to tubes and beeping machines. She pictured him again, lying on the asphalt in a pool of blood. The blood had stained her semi-casual office clothes. The police had collected them into evidence. She hoped she never had to see the knit twin-set and slacks again. She’d had to go home for proper clothing before driving to the hospital since the scrubs that the police had provided her with had been too big. Focusing on Mrs. Holliczek, Martha tried to form a sentence, but didn’t know how to ask politely if the woman’s husband would survive.

Alegria gave her a smile and patted her arm. “The doctors tell me he will be fine. He has a high risk of infection, but the bullet missed the major arteries. One of his lungs collapsed, and the area where the bullet exited will take time to heal over, but they think he will recover completely.”

“Oh, thank God!”

“The nurses have been telling me that I must go eat. Will you join me for coffee in the cafeteria? I didn’t feel like going alone. You can tell me what happened,” said Alegria.

“If you are sure you want to hear about it, absolutely, I’ll come.”

Alegria paused as they passed the nurses’ station to tell Jenn that she was going to the cafeteria.

Martha wrapped her fingers around a cup of hot chocolate and shivered in the refrigerated air of the cavernous cafeteria. She wished she’d brought the sweater she usually kept in her car for this common summer problem—outdoor temperatures greater than one hundred degrees and indoor temperatures in the mid-sixties. She sipped the cocoa and wished her stomach would stop churning nervously. She hadn’t purchased food. She couldn’t face eating while telling Mrs. Holliczek what happened. The memory of the blood on the pavement made her queasy.

Explaining what happened didn’t take long. Martha wished she knew how the police were progressing in identifying the gunman. “I wish I had ...”

“No, don’t you apologize. You saved Curt’s life today. The one to blame is the man with the gun. The police will catch him soon since you were able to describe him.” Alegria nibbled a crumb-topped blueberry muffin and sipped a cup of coffee.

Martha winced inwardly. She’d come to offer comfort to the victim’s wife, but instead the victim’s wife was comforting her. She was being a nuisance after all.

Alegria jumped from her seat and raised her hand, her eyes focused on someone behind Martha. Twisting around, Martha saw a man, maybe in his late twenties, neatly dressed in navy slacks with a red-and-blue polo shirt, making his way through the tables toward them. His mouth was pinched in a flat line. His hair, which grew in dark, thick waves, was darker than Curt’s, and his features were more handsome, but Martha could see a family resemblance. Martha stood up, but the man didn’t notice her. All of his attention was on Alegria, whom he pulled into a quick, strong hug.

“The nurse upstairs told me you were here. How’s Curt? What did the doctor say about his surgery?”

“Daniel, he’s going to be fine. The surgery went well, but the doctors gave him something for the pain, and they want him to sleep now.”

“What happened? Who shot him? Why?”

“I was finding that out myself.” Alegria put her arm around Martha’s shoulders. “This is Martha. She saved Curt’s life this morning. Martha, this is Daniel, Curt’s brother.”

Martha’s cheeks glowed with heat, “Oh! I wish I could have prevented the whole thing. I did what anyone would do after it happened.”

Martha forced herself to stop looking at the floor and look at Daniel. She found him staring at her with the most outrageously colored eyes she’d ever seen, an amber color that was a shade darker than pale orange. Their eyes locked; her green clicked in with his amber and wouldn’t disengage.

“Thank you for what you did for Curt,” he said. “I’d like to hear what happened.” He held out a chair for Martha. She managed to sit without missing the chair. The world felt askew.

Alegria gave Daniel a list of Curt’s injuries, the treatment he’d received, and the doctor’s thoughts on his prognosis and recovery. Martha listened, trying not to stare at Daniel’s eyes. She began to feel that she was intruding on a family conversation and should leave them to talk.

You’re in the way. You should go. Calm down. They want to talk to you. You will not run away. Relax.

When Alegria finished speaking, Daniel turned to Martha and caught her staring at his eyes again. He smiled, and Martha realized that people probably reacted oddly to the color of his eyes all the time. He was undoubtedly used to it.

“So, tell me. How did Curt get shot?” he said.

Martha described walking into the mugging, hiding, and watching Curt drop the keys. She told how she had thrown her purse as the gunman prepared to shoot, how Curt had grabbed the gun, and how it had gone off. She felt as if she were reciting a speech by rote. Daniel and Alegria wouldn’t know how deeply she cared about the events she’d seen. Her words felt flat and unemotional. She didn’t have the energy left to give her speech the emotion it deserved. To her horror, tears began to stream down her face.

“Are you okay? You look like you’ve had it for today,” said Daniel.

“Daniel! Of course, she is tired. She’s been through a lot,” said Alegria. She frowned at Daniel and gave him a look of pure exasperation, like a mother reprimanding her child for the same offense for the hundredth time.

“Please, don’t worry about me. I’m tired. That’s all.” Martha swiped the tears away with the base of her palm. “I had to go over this with the police several times. I guess it took more out of me than I thought.”

I need to go home and recharge. Rest. Get away from people for a while.

Alegria pulled tissues from her purse and handed them to Martha. Turning to Daniel, Alegria said, “Curt must have thrown the keys to keep the man from taking little Felix. The man didn’t know Felix was in the van. Why would anyone attempt a car-jacking in downtown during morning rush hour?”

“It was risky, even stupid, to try at that time of day. I’m not surprised that Curt grabbed the gun. Given half a chance, I would have done the same,” said Daniel. His eyes, now serious and a little concerned, darted to Martha, but landed back on Alegria.

Martha blotted her face and listened to them. Alegria was giving her a chance to pull herself together. Sweet of her.

“Is Felix the baby? Is he okay? He was screaming when the paramedics took him away,” said Martha.

“He’s fine. He doesn’t like strangers very much right now. He’s at home with my sister, Veronica,” said Alegria.

“Martha, can I give you a ride home? I don’t think you’re in any shape to drive,” said Daniel.

“Daniel!” said Alegria, frowning down his word choice and phrasing again. “Martha, I’m sure you are tired. You’ve had a traumatic day. Would you let Daniel drive you?”

“Curt had a much worse day than I did. You’ll want to be here to see him when he wakes up. I didn’t want to add to your worries. I’m fine, only tired. Besides, I wouldn’t want to leave my car here,” said Martha.

“I could drive you in your car and leave mine here. I’ll take a taxi back or have a friend come get me. I do want to see Curt, but I’d rather see him when he’s awake, and that won’t be for some time yet. Will it, Alegria?”

“The doctor said it would be best if he sleeps for several hours. Please, Martha, let him do this for you,” said Alegria, as she reached out and took both of Martha’s hands into her own.

“Okay. I shouldn’t have come down here. I didn’t realize how tired I was.”

“We are glad you came, Martha. Thank you for telling us what happened. We are lucky you were near Curt today. You were his guardian angel,” said Alegria.

They all stood up from the table. Alegria came around and hugged Martha again.

Martha tried not to stiffen. “You will let me know how Curt is doing, won’t you?” she asked.

“Absolutely. I have your number and email here,” said Alegria, waving the card Martha had given her.

The storm that chased Martha into the hospital had blown itself out, leaving heat and humidity behind it. Martha led Daniel through the parking lot to her car, avoiding the deeper puddles as she went.


Chapter 3

“Where to?” Daniel asked as he adjusted the driver’s seat and mirrors.

“Take I-35 North. I’ll let you know where to exit.”

Relieved to have someone else driving, Martha melted into her seat. Half her brain wanted to go to sleep. The other half wanted to see how Daniel handled her car. He drove smoothly, with confidence, in the heavy traffic. Rush hour started at four-thirty p.m. in Dallas, and it was almost that time already.

She studied Daniel. His oval face had a strong, rounded chin, a straight nose, and high, well-defined cheekbones. The flat plains of his cheeks would have been entirely pale had he not had such dark facial hair. He’d shaved, but the follicles still gave his face a shadow. His amber eyes were closely set together and extremely alert, tracking the traffic around them. She guessed his age to be a few years more than her own twenty-three years.

Martha almost forgot to tell Daniel where to exit to get to her apartment in Carrollton. In what seemed like no time, she was directing him where to park. He followed her up the sidewalk from the parking area to the door of her apartment.

The buildings in the complex had white limestone façades with gabled windows, creating the appearance of several large houses clustered together instead of apartment buildings. The homes were landscaped with rows of holly bushes and overplanted seasonal flower beds filled with snapdragons. Courtyards of St. Augustine grass between the buildings were shaded with large crape myrtle trees. Well-placed benches invited residents to sit and enjoy the greenery.

Martha fumbled for her keys and for the words to invite Daniel inside her place. She wanted to be alone, but she wanted to be polite even more. “Would you like to come in while you wait for your ride back to the hospital?” she asked as she aimed her key toward the door’s deadbolt lock.

Before she could insert the key, the door flew open. Daniel pounced forward and pushed her away from the door as the barrel of a gun appeared in front of her. Martha stumbled back onto the pavement as a black-clothed man in a ski mask materialized in her doorway. He took aim with the gun, targeting Martha. Daniel’s hand shot out, knocking the gun upward, and grabbed the man’s arm to flip him over. The gunman went tumbling to the ground. Martha darted into the holly bushes lining the sidewalk to keep from being crushed. The man rolled like a ball and came to his feet as deftly as an acrobat.

Daniel jabbed his right fist and blood exploded from the intruder’s mouth. Daniel moved to strike again, but the man sidestepped, spun, and kicked out, planting his foot into Daniel’s abdomen. Daniel grunted as the air was knocked out of him. He fell back, fighting for breath.

Martha turned to look for the gun, now lying on the pavement, but the man was faster. He swooped down and scooped up the gun. The man swung around looking for her as Martha dove into her apartment and away from the open door. A bullet buried itself in the door frame.

Daniel surged to his feet and dove again for the gun, but missed as the intruder backpedaled, pivoted on one foot, and ran. He vanished around the corner in the direction of the parking lot.

“Martha! Are you okay?”

“Yeah … yes.” She peeked around the doorframe. “Is he gone?”

From the parking lot, sounds of wheels peeling out as a car sped out of the complex reached their ears. Daniel ran to the parking lot and Martha followed, but both were too late to see anything. The car had vanished around the corner of the next building.

“He’s gone. I’m calling 911.”

“Okay,” she said softly, feeling faint as her blood pounded in her ears and the adrenaline coursing through her veins induced a tremor that started in her torso and moved down to her knees. She listened as he gave the cross streets and the name of her apartment complex into the phone. When he was done with the call, she said, “You were incredible! How did you know he was there? You pushed me back before I even knew something was wrong.” The whole episode felt unreal. Disjointed images flew through Martha’s memory like a movie she had watched, not like an event
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