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Chapter 1




There seemed to be someone
moving around in the house…. Damn, he’d thought it was
empty. I’ll come back another
time, he sulked. Through the almost closed
blinds he could see a tall woman in a bathrobe walking through the
house, her long, flowing auburn hair pulled up in a ponytail.
Beautiful neck she has, he thought. He smiled, Yes, I certainly will come back another time.

***

Emma was up earlier than she usually
was, due to her cat, Cody, and her cocker spaniel, Sammy. Neither
had gotten the memo that daylight saving time had happened a few
months ago, and they should be waking up an hour later. She had
wanted to throw the covers over her head, but Sammy started kissing
her cheek, while Cody wrapped her neck around Emma’s. It felt like
she was trying to give her a hug good morning, and at the same time
Emma thought Cody was saying, “Hey, get up, why aren’t you feeding
me…now?”

“Okay, Okay, you guys
win,” Emma sighed, throwing her legs over the side of the bed and
pushing herself up to a sitting position to start the morning
routines. Putting on her bathrobe, she headed to the kitchen to
make her coffee and feed her hungry “kids.” She felt like a zombie
if she didn’t get coffee into herself fast. It was not yet fully
light out, so Emma only opened the blinds a crack. When the sun
came out, she loved to have them all opened and let the light in.
At night, she would quickly close them when darkness started
setting in. After seeing so many scary movies, Emma suddenly got
the shivers that someone could be watching her.

She had lived with a wonderful man,
Ben, for a while, and his presence had made her feel more secure in
the apartment. Emma had adored him, but he had died suddenly of a
heart attack. They found out he’d had heart problems his whole
life, but a ten-mile race had pushed his heart too hard, and he
suddenly died. Prolonged QT syndrome, the doctors had called it.
She had never forgotten when she got the call and grabbed onto the
staircase, almost howling in pain. She was devastated, and it was
her tight knit group of girlfriends that helped heal her heart.
They understood she was in pain. They brought her food when she
forgot to eat, and were there when she’d felt like crawling into
bed and crying till there were no tears left. Her parents had come
down from D.C. and stayed with her after the funeral.

Emma had rented this “ready to move
in” house outside Virginia Beach six months after his death, in the
hopes of saving rent. And frankly, she did not want to go through
her thirties having a roommate again. Her job was downtown, but the
drive there only took her about fifteen minutes, and the so much
cheaper rental prices for houses in her area made her pick it.
Working in a medical office as a medical assistant five half days a
week, she was able to get home to let her dog out and really have
the rest of the day to herself. Sometimes she worked on Saturdays,
but not every week. Her neighborhood was solidly middle class, and
she lucked out by having a young couple on one side of her, and on
the other a woman, Penny, in her seventies, who took Emma on and
called her “my other daughter.”

Going into the kitchen, Emma had a
sudden chill, which was odd because it was July and the air wasn’t
turned on very high. It lasted only a few seconds, but it was the
same feeling she’d had the morning Ben died—a feeling of unease.
Around the house she went, turning on more lights, feeling that if
she turned them on the uneasy feeling would go away and she could
get to her coffee. It did go away, and she chided herself on being
a “scaredy cat.” Hearing the slight sound of a car going by made
her jump, but she figured it was the paper person throwing the
paper on her driveway. Emma was one of the “old fashioned” women in
their thirties who still liked to sit at the table with a paper in
hand and have her coffee and read it. She could do it online but,
as with books, she always liked the feel of the paper in her hands.
Besides, she and Ben had enjoyed that ritual together. What she
missed most was cuddling against his toasty body in the morning,
with their cat and dog cuddling at their feet. She was always cold,
and even now every morning she could almost feel him lying next to
her, warming her body for the day.

Stop, she thought as her chest tightened. “He’s dead, you must
move on. Now finish up your routines and get to work,” she scolded
herself out loud.

The physician she worked
for didn’t like her to be late, so she got ready, let her dog out
once more, waved goodbye to her “pet kids,” and headed out the
door. Funny, she
said to herself, that odd feeling hitting her again.
I don’t remember leaving the back-fence gate
open. She laughed at herself. Of course,
if anyone was on the back porch, the motion activated floodlights
would have gone on. Then she remembered it had been windy last
night. Instead of having them go on and off all night, she had
turned them off. “Damn, I turned them off and didn’t put them back
on,” she muttered, and scolded herself as she jumped in the car and
pulled out of her driveway.

***

Emma loved coming to the office. She
liked her boss, the other women she worked with were nice, and she
truly liked seeing most of the patients. Some had become her
favorites through the years, and today one of her favorite ones was
scheduled for her yearly checkup at the office.

“Hi, Jane,” Emma said,
smiling broadly at the front desk receptionist. “So, how’s it
going?”

“Hey, Emma,” Jane said,
putting the magazines in order and watering the few plants in the
waiting room.

Jane was in her mid-twenties and was a
slight blonde, whose smile and kindness to patients made her the
ideal person to greet the patients when they came in. She was very
smart, and had one of those memories where she would see a face and
instantly remember their name and details of their life. In fact,
the doctor saw so many patients that Jane was actually better than
her at remembering details.

Emma continued to the back of the
office, where she put her purse in her locker, took out her
sweater—because the air in the office often was too cold for
her—and changed into her comfortable shoes. Her job was to weigh
the patients, and then make sure they got back to an exam room. In
addition, she was to find out why they were there before they saw
Dr. Wing. She was good at getting information from people, and
sometimes redirecting them to quickly summarize why they were
there. She did this all morning and would leave around 1 p.m., when
the office took a lunch break and she headed home. Everyone always
thought that since she worked in a doctor’s office she would be
sick all the time, but she seemed to be healthier than she was
years ago.

Dr. Wing was in her mid-fifties and
had a busy practice. Everyone wanted to see her, and her wait time
for a new patient appointment was six weeks. Her regular patients
could be squeezed in if they had to be, or if they were really ill.
Dr. Wing would see them, refer them to a specialist if needed, and
in some cases have her staff or herself take them to the emergency
room of the hospital next door. She was kind, but was a no-nonsense
doctor that would not let patients belittle her staff. Besides Emma
and Jane, there was their business manager Tom, Paula, and Emma’s
replacement in the afternoon, Rachael.

After a busy morning, Emma did the
same routine, but in reverse—go to her locker, put on different
shoes, and hang up her sweater. She got her purse, said goodbye to
staff that were starting to get their lunch together, and headed
home. Occasionally, if there was a birthday, she would stay for a
party, but she usually went home to her pets, letting out her dog,
and then would eat a peanut butter sandwich and put her feet up to
catch up on a show she’d missed the night before. If she had
errands to do it would be after lunch, and after she got a few
house chores done.

On her way home, Emma just
couldn’t get it out of her mind that the back gate had been open,
knowing it was silly to worry. But she did feel vulnerable living
alone. She parked her car and opened the gate into the back yard,
and went up onto the deck. Everything seemed to be okay—no broken
windows, no footprints she could see. Oh,
you silly woman, she thought.

***

But as she walked down the steps and
through the gate, she failed to notice that one of her planters had
been broken in her flower bed…and she had no idea that the wind had
not knocked it over, but rather the foot of an angry man who had
wanted to get into her house.

***

Emma’s house looked in many ways like
her cousin’s house in Michigan. Emma’s house was open and airy, and
she liked to use the color combinations of blacks, browns, and
robin’s egg blue. After living there for a year, she could have
found her way around in the dark if she had to.

As Emma entered the house she called
out to Cody and Sammy. They were already near the door when she
came in, and she let Sammy out into the yard. Cody sat down and
stared at Emma with her “don’t you want to feed me?” look in her
eyes. Emma gave her a little food and let Sammy back in. Just as
she locked the door her phone rang.

“Hey,” she
said.

“Emma, this is
Suzanne.”

“Hi. What’s
happening?”

“I’m taking a vacation day
today. Want to come over to my pool, and we can have dinner here or
go to happy hour at the seafood restaurant across the street from
my apartment?”

“Love to! I feel like
swimming and just chilling. What time?”

“How about
three-ish?”

“Perfect. I can get some
things done here and then feel really free. Want me to bring over
anything?”

“Nope, I have some snacks,
and then we can decide about dinner. No need to bring anything
other than shorts for the dinner place.”

“See you then,” Emma said,
feeling a burst of energy from the thought of having a fun Thursday
with her best friend.

Emma had just hung up the phone when
it rang again. This time it was a text from her folks to give them
a call—no emergency, just to say hello.

She knew she would be chatting for a
while and wondered if she would get as much done as she had hoped
before she went to Suzanne’s. But she plopped down in her chair by
the computer and called her folks.

“Hi, Mom. Glad you called.
You picked the perfect time. I’m going to Suzanne’s for a
swim.”

Her mom had a warm laugh, and Emma
heard it now as her mom said, “Hi, honey. I’m so glad you have some
fun plans for today. How was work this week?”

“Not bad. Pretty hectic,
but nothing that I couldn’t handle. The doc seems to see more
patients every day, but while I’m there it is not too hard to keep
up. It’s the paperwork and forms that sometimes drive me crazy. But
hey, you don’t need to hear me complain. Life is good! What is new
with you and Dad?”

“Dad’s at work and had to
go up to Baltimore, but he’s headed home now. He said he would give
you a buzz this weekend to say Hi, but I said I didn’t want to wait
to catch up with you. I did some volunteer work today, got more
junk out of the house, and had a quick lunch with my girlfriend,
Amy. I was thinking if you’re not busy this weekend, Dad and I can
come visit you for the day and take you to dinner and go home on
Sunday. Would that work for you?” her mom asked. “I haven’t talked
about it with your dad, but I know he always loves seeing you,
short notice or not.”

“I’d love that. I love
that you’re only three hours away.”

“We don’t want to
interfere if you’re having a party…or a date.”

Emma chucked. “Ah, Mom, if you’re
wondering if I’m interested in anyone, the answer is no. Still
keeping my eyes out, but still no. So I’m totally free Saturday and
Sunday, and I’d love to see you guys.” What Emma didn’t say was
there would never be anyone like Ben, but she hadn’t given up
hoping she could find another kind, wonderful man like him, to have
as a friend. “So, Mom, call me tomorrow morning and let me know
what time you’ll be here. I may go for a run or a walk, but I’ll
take my phone with me as usual.”

Emma heard silence for a moment, then
her mom said, “Please make sure you take your phone. I read that we
had a girl who was killed in D.C., and they never found her
killer.”

“Please don’t be a
Negative Nellie. I’m very careful when I take my walk—and besides,
they found her body a month ago, and it was in her
apartment.”

“I know. I just want you
to be safe. Love you.”

“Love you too, Mom. Tell
Dad I look forward to seeing him, too.”

Emma hung up and sat still for a
moment, smiling to herself that even at her age her mom was a
protective lioness. She got up and made sure there were clean
towels and sheets, and the guest bathroom was
presentable.

Emma’s mom and dad loved her pets,
loved her friends, and when they came to visit there was always
laughter in the house.


Chapter 2




Emma got everything done around her
house and, after taking a quick glance in her hallway mirror,
headed out the door to Suzanne’s.

Suzanne was a little older than Emma,
but she really felt that Suzanne was the sister she’d never had.
Her folks had only Emma, so Emma had always looked for other women
she could become friends with that were fun and zany, and felt
comfortable to be with. She had known Suzanne for many years, and
Ben and Suzanne had gotten along great, too. In fact, when Ben
died, Suzanne, besides being sad for Emma, was sad he was gone
too.

Suzanne lived between Emma and
downtown, so it was easy to get to. Emma left her things in
Suzanne’s apartment before they headed out to the pool. It wasn’t
too busy today, as it was Thursday and most people were at work,
picking their kids up from school, or out of town.

The pool area was relaxing, and the
water was just right for swimming. Emma sat beside Suzanne in a
lounge chair out of the direct sun and read for a while. Suzanne
had her e-book and Emma had brought her suspense book, and they
both escaped into them for the afternoon.

Emma almost dozed off while reading,
but Suzanne had set her timer and the loud buzz on her phone nudged
them to get up. Suzanne said that if they didn’t get to the
restaurant by 5 p.m. they would never get a place to sit, and the
crowds would be huge. Suzanne liked this seafood place because,
besides the fantastic seafood, there was always the Thursday or
Friday happy hour crowd, usually filled with people wanting to meet
other people. Emma was taller than Suzanne and plumper, but even
though they both turned heads when they walked in, neither was vain
or stuck-up. Suzanne dated off and on, but she told Emma she was
looking for the kind of relationship Emma had had with Ben. Her
fantasy was that they both would meet a terrific guy there and get
into great relationships.

Emma just wanted the seafood, she told
herself, yet couldn’t help finding herself eyeing a few of the men,
trying to judge if they were handsome, a kind soul, funny, or even
available. The band started about 7 o’clock. She and Suzanne would
say “yes” to a fast dance occasionally, as they both loved to
dance. The slow dances Emma just couldn’t stomach with someone
she’d just met, so she would sit them out and watch Suzanne, with
her long black hair, copper eyes, and olive skin, press her body
against her partner.

That night was no different. They sat,
Suzanne having wine and dancing after dinner, and Emma having her
Diet Coke since she would be driving home. As she stared at the
dance floor she could feel the presence of someone behind her
chair, and a chill came over her. She spun her head around and did
not see anyone standing by her, but by then the room was packed.
Maybe someone had just walked by.

The music stopped, and Suzanne walked
back to the table with a man, her partner. As they got closer to
the table he handed Suzanne a piece of paper so he could get her
number to call her. Suzanne smiled and said, “I would like to go
out, but I am hard to reach, so why don’t I call you, Shawn? By the
way, this is my friend, Emma. Emma, meet Shawn,” she
laughed.

They shook hands and Shawn took out a
business card and handed it to Suzanne.

“See, I am legit, and this
is the company I work for. I look forward to your call,” he said,
squeezing Suzanne’s hand lightly.

“Me too,” Suzanne said in
her low sultry “I like you” voice. She watched Shawn walk away.
“Wow, am I glad we came. He seems so nice.” Suzanne noticed Emma
had an odd expression on her face. “What’s with you? Didn’t he seem
nice to you?”

“It’s not that. When I was
sitting here, it was like someone was breathing down my neck, but
no one was there.”

“Oh no. Not one of your
‘gut feeling’ premonitions.”

Emma laughed. “Probably just someone
walking by. I do want to head out now. We have a full list of
patients at the office, and I’ve got to get some sleep.”

When they got back to Suzanne’s
apartment, Emma rolled down her window to say a final
goodbye.

“Sorry you didn’t meet
anyone new. I should’ve stopped dancing when I saw that guy by the
bar just staring at you,” Suzanne said with a sly smile.

“What guy?” Emma said,
confused.

“There was a handsome guy
standing by the bar sipping a beer, and he just kept looking at
you.”

“No, I didn’t see him.
Maybe he was the one who walked by my table and chickened out
asking me to dance. Oh well, that’s life. ‘Nite,” Emma said. “Hey,
my folks are coming this weekend if you want to join us for brunch
on Sunday. They always love to catch up with you, their ‘other
daughter,’ they always say.”

“Sounds good. I have to
grade a few papers, but I’d love to join you. If I get together
with this guy, it’d be on Saturday. I know, I know—in a public
place, don’t have him pick me up, and all the other safety tips you
would want me to do,” Suzanne chuckled.

***

Back at the restaurant, the handsome
man could not believe his luck. On the same day he was so pissed he
could not rob the house because a woman was inside, there she was,
at his favorite restaurant with her friend. Her beautiful hair was
no longer up, but flowing down her beautiful neck, and she had no
idea that now he knew fate was going to bring them together. Of
course, that’s what he had said about the other woman a year ago,
but this would be different. Emma. Her name was Emma, and he
started to make up a song about Emma, humming it as he walked out
of the bar, with the same excitement he’d felt that morning when he
had seen her through the window.


Chapter 3


Emma heard the alarm go off on her
phone, turned it off, and drifted off into a light
sleep.

“Oh damn!” she said a half
an hour later, jumping out of bed, scaring both Sammy and
Cody.

She rushed to feed Sammy and Cody, let
out Sammy, showered, and threw on makeup and clothes before she
headed out the door. She was angry at herself for not getting up
earlier, but she had gone to bed late, and could still have just
jumped back into bed and fallen asleep.

Oh no. I hope I don’t get
a lecture from Dr. Wing, she
thought.

As she swung open the back door at
work to go in, she saw that Dr. Wing was just arriving. She waved
and went inside. Jane was at the front desk and smiled when she saw
her.

“Hey, Miss Perfect, are
you okay?”

Tired as she was, Emma had to laugh.
“I’m fine, but this will teach me to not go out so late on a week
night.”

“Did you drink a
lot?”

“No way! I had one beer
with dinner, and switched to Diet Coke till it was time for me to
go home. But you know me. I could fall asleep early every day, so
this was my wild night out.”

“Where’d you go?” Jane
asked.

“That seafood place on the
bay. Fun, good food, a good spot. Hey, next week I was thinking of
going there again for their band night and dinner on Thursday.
Wanna come?”

Emma thought it would be
fun to get Jane to go, and see if Suzanne wanted to meet them there
too. I deserve to have a dinner out each
week, Emma thought. Usually, she would eat
dinner in front of the news, and then watch her favorite television
shows.

“I’d love to go,” Jane
said, smiling. “Barry likes to go out one night with his friends.
I’d love to get out, too.”

Jane was dating Barry and they both
had jobs they liked and friends of their own—they were a good
match. Barry didn’t mind if Jane went out dancing, and trusted that
it was him she was in love with.

“It’s the guys I don’t
trust,” Barry would say to Emma, holding Jane’s hand and giving her
his devilish grin. “Jane is such a hottie that I’m sure they’re all
after her when she goes with you girls. Keep an eye on her, and
make sure no one puts anything in her drink,” he said, turning
serious.

“Let’s talk next week to
plan what time to meet,” Emma said, hurrying to get on her white
coat before she went to get a patient to escort back and Dr. Wing
walked in.

The first patient was a wonderful
woman in her forties who, despite having severe arthritis in her
knee, would come in as if it was the best day of her
life.

“Hi, Mrs. Conner. Come on
back and we will get you started. Hop on the scale and then we’ll
get your blood pressure.”

“Sure, I’ll get on the
scale. I went to New Orleans this past week, and I’ll bet I gained
two pounds each day,” she laughed.

“How did you maneuver the
brick sidewalks in the Quarter with your knee?”

“I did fine, but it did
prove to me that someday I will take my orthopod’s advice and get a
knee replacement. I’m just too busy with kids and work to fit it
into my schedule,” she sighed. “Since my husband traded me in for a
younger model, my days are busy. Good, but busy. The kids are in
middle school now, so they have activities galore. I know I’m
making excuses, but fitting things in is hard
sometimes.”

Emma really admired this woman, and
asked, “Who would take care of you after surgery?”

“My sisters would help me
out—they do now. It’s just me arranging it all, and taking time off
work. My kids are great and will help some. But hey, they’re kids,
and don’t drive yet. My ex is across the country and they’re
visiting him now. So if I had it done it would probably be during a
time they’ll be in town.”

Emma took her blood pressure on each
arm, and had her information ready when the doctor walked
in.

“Bye, Mrs
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