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Prologue

Monday
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The dumpster reeked of sulfurous rotten eggs, decomposing vegetables, and remnants of the restaurant’s catch of the day. She pinched her nose, regretting the choice of a hiding place. Peeking around the fetid trash, she watchfully awaited her mark. 

He’d have to come out sooner or later. 

There was a waxing gibbous moon tonight, but the scuttling dark clouds covered any sort of light it may have provided. Due to town ordinances, the limited lights in the parking lot barely spread their glow farther than five or six feet. 

The flickering light he’d parked beneath flashed bright one last time and went dark. It didn’t matter; his white SUV sat like a beacon in the empty lot. 

Finally, she heard the squeak of the back door swinging open. 

The car beeped, and taillights blinked. He walked rapidly, carrying something in his left hand. His head swiveled back and forth, scanning the empty lot. 

Silently, she pulled out of sight, going so far as to cover her mouth, even though she wasn’t close enough for him to hear her breaths. The car door closed with a quiet clunk. She waited for the telltale sounds of an engine revving to life. Instead, she heard the back door creak again and poked her head out in time to watch it close behind him. 

He’d forgotten to lock the vehicle. 

She pulled the sweatshirt hood over her head and darted across the lot to the SUV. 

A small brown box sat on the passenger seat. In a trice, she had the box in her hands. The vehicle’s dim overhead light revealed a flash of shiny metal. 

The scrape of a shoe and a skittering stone were her only warnings. 

She pivoted. “Surprised to see me?”
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Chapter One

Wednesday
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The cell phone sitting on the conference table sang out “Benny and the Jets” by Elton John. My mother’s face popped up on the screen. I rolled my eyes in irritation before sending the call to voicemail and turned back to my computer.

“Did you just send your mom to voicemail? Again?” my coworker Rodrigo asked.

“Yes.” He frowned, and I, for some reason, felt the need to defend my actions. “We have—” I checked the clock on my laptop, which read 4:20, “—ten minutes to finish this presentation before the team meeting. I don’t have time to go down a rabbit hole with Mom right now.” 

I worked as a lobbyist at the National Healthcare Advocacy Alliance. We had a four-thirty meeting with our boss, Hasina, to review the strategy for our latest healthcare initiative with the Urban Health League.

Rodrigo shook his dark head and dusted off an invisible piece of lint from his beautifully tailored gray silk suit. 

I readied myself for a lecture. 

He didn’t disappoint me. “If I did that to my mother, she’d lecture me for the next three weeks and threaten me with her chanclas.”

“What’s a chanclas? Did you finish the diabetes data on Atlanta and Chicago?” I asked, tapping away on my laptop. “I’m referencing it on the last page of my report.” 

“Already sent it out in an email to the team.” He leaned back in his chair, stretching his arms above his head. His Puerto Rican skin tone remained tan, even though it was October. Not every man could pull off the lavender button-down with the bright green and black tie he wore. He was in his mid-twenties, and his beautiful wardrobe would have been en pointe in New York City. Unfortunately, he was a unicorn amongst the bland Washington, D.C. wonks. 

“Chanclas are sandals or flip-flops. I know you took Spanish in high school. Do you remember none of it?” he gently chided.

“If you recall from our trip to Mexico, I can order cerveza y piña coladas, and ask where the bathrooms are. By the time I hit Spanish Three, I was so lost. My teacher took pity on me. The C she gave me was due to the extra credit research project she granted me, not because I actually earned the grade with knowledge of the language.” I finished the final bullet point on my conclusions and started a grammar and spellcheck. “Why would your mom threaten you with a flip-flop?”

“It’s a Latin thing. Italians threaten their kid with a wooden spoon, Latinas with a flip-flop.”

I chuckled and corrected a spelling error caught by the computer. Spellcheck finished, I emailed it to the team and closed my laptop. “Done.”

“Right on time.” Rodrigo scooped up his computer and his afternoon pumpkin spice latte. We headed to the elevators. “You doing anything interesting this weekend?”

I pressed the UP button and sighed. “Rick and I are having dinner with Mike and his new girl.” 

He bit his lip to hold back a smile. “That should be interesting. What I wouldn’t give to be a fly on the wall. Dinner with your boyfriend, your ex-boyfriend, and his new girlfriend.” 

You could consider Rodrigo my “work husband.” He was as familiar with the men in my life as my sister or mother. Possibly even more so since we’d had the unfortunate luck of experiencing not one but two escapades together. His fluent Spanish had come in handy during our Mexico caper. When I’d been a suspect in the death of a senator, Rodrigo doggedly helped me pursue a lead that law enforcement dismissed. It wasn’t either of our faults that the assassin turned the tables, chasing us up Interstate 95 with a dead woman in the trunk of his car, intent on adding us to his pile of victims.

Not wanting to give Rodrigo fodder, I responded, “I don’t know what you’re talking about. It’s not like I’ve never met her before. Min Lin is a perfectly charming woman.” 

An engineer for Lockheed Martin, Min Lin was all things I wasn’t: petite with straight black hair that hung at her jawline and serious dark eyes. I had wavy, long chestnut hair, emotional green eyes, and stood a solid five feet, nine inches in bare feet. I was fairly certain Min Lin’s closet held only three colors—black, gray, and shades of beige. Like Rodrigo, I enjoyed colorful fashions, especially when it came to shoes. 

I might have had an addiction. Hello, my name is Karina Cardinal, and I’m a shoe-a-holic. 

Rodrigo followed me onto the elevator, giving a distinct snort to my description of Min Lin. 

“What? She’s perfectly fine—erudite and staid.” 

Rodrigo pressed number eight, and it lit up. “Last week at happy hour, I believe you compared her to a zucchini.”

I rolled my eyes and said dismissively, “I remember we did shots to celebrate a win for Jennifer, but I don’t recall saying anything like that.”

“To quote: ‘She has the sense of humor of a zucchini. When you look up the word “serious” in the dictionary, there is a photo of Min Lin.’” Rodrigo used air quotes to emphasize my comments.

Good lord. How many shots did I have? 

“In Mike’s defense, considering the shenanigans my—” cough, “—adventures put him through, perhaps a zucchini is exactly what he needs.” The elevator opened, and our discussion ceased as we slipped into seats around the half-full conference room table. 

The rest of the team filed in, seven in all. Finally, our boss, Hasina, strode through the door, her thick low-heeled pumps clacking against the faux wood laminate floors. She wore a mustard pantsuit that hung limp and wrinkled off her waif-thin figure. Neither the suit cut nor the color did anything for Hasina’s olive skin tones. Gossip around the office had it that Hasina was in the midst of a messy divorce. The sleepless nights had deepened and spread natural dark circles beneath her eyes. Hasina was a good person, and a good boss, and I pitied her current predicament. 

She placed a four-inch stack of files, topped by her computer, cell phone, and cup of coffee at the head of the table. “Are we all here?”

In response, Elton John cried out, “Benny and the Jets.” My face flamed, and I quickly fumbled to swipe the call to voicemail. “Sorry. I’m putting it on silent now.”

Everyone at the table pulled out their phones and switched the ringers off.

“No problem.” Hasina took a moment to turn her phone off. “That wasn’t Cathy from the Urban Health League, was it?”

“No.” I shook my head.

“It’s her mom calling,” Rodrigo piped up. “Again.”

“Is it important? Do you need to call her back?” Hasina asked in a concerned tone.

“It’s nothing important; it can wait until after the meeting,” I assured her.

Hasina plopped into the chair with a slight sigh. “Karina, as team lead, you have the floor.” 

****
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AN HOUR LATER, THE meeting broke up.

“Good job.” Hasina loaded her materials back into a pile, sans a coffee cup this time; instead, she tossed it into the trashcan. “Are you attending Senator Wheelan’s fundraiser tonight?”

“Along with Rodrigo.” I nodded toward the door my coworker was exiting. “Will you be there?”

“I might stop by. It starts at seven?”

“Yes, but the senator won’t arrive before eight. I planned to go home and change first, then get there about a quarter ‘til,” I replied absently. 

Another voicemail notification popped up on my cell. That would make three from my mom, along with a text from my sister, Jillian, which read, 


CALL MOM!!!!


“Perhaps I’ll see you there.” Hasina gathered her belongings and headed out the door.

“Um, yes. See you.” What on earth is going on?

I returned to my office, closed the door, and phoned my mom without listening to the voicemails first.

“Hello? Is that you, Karina?” Mom answered. 

“Hi, Mom, it’s me. I saw you called ... a few times. I was in a meeting with my boss. What’s going on?”

“Have you heard from your Aunt Vera?”

“Aunt Vera?” I sat in my office chair and spun around to look out the window. “No. I haven’t spoken to her since June, when Jilly and I went down to visit for her birthday. Why?” 

Aunt Vera was my mother’s first cousin, not her sister, making Vera my first cousin once removed. This was explained to me when I had a family tree project during seventh grade. I never forgot it. However, because she was of my mother’s generation, we grew up calling her aunt rather than cousin. Mom always said Aunt Vera was the sister she never had. 

“She was supposed to call me back about Thanksgiving and our girls’ trip in February.” 

Every year, Mom and Vera took a girls’ trip to someplace warm. It started when I was a junior in high school. Arizona spas, Florida beaches, and cruises to the Bahamas were just a few adventures the two had taken.

“We’re cruising to Jamaica this time. I’ve got to book it this weekend if I want to get the discount on the room upgrade,” she said in rush.

Mentally, I rolled my eyes. Mom was known as “the family planner,” never satisfied until events were arranged down to the last detail. Mom and Dad were coming east for Thanksgiving, while my brother Tyler and his family would be attending Thanksgiving in Oregon at his in-laws’ home. 

“As far as Thanksgiving is concerned, Jilly and I have already discussed it. You and Dad can stay at my condo, and Aunt Vera can stay at Jillian’s apartment. Turkey dinner is at my place. Tell Aunt Vera she’s in charge of bringing her famous chocolate pecan pie. I’ll get the whipped cream,” I rattled off directions without pausing. “See, planning done. No worries.”

“That is precisely what I’m trying to explain. I can’t ‘tell’ Aunt Vera. I’ve been calling her since Monday night,” Mom’s tone sounded a bit frayed about the edges. “She knows we’ve got to book this trip ASAP. She hasn’t returned any of my calls.”

Well, that was odd. Aunt Vera usually returned a call within twenty-four hours, or at least sent a text. “Hm. Maybe her phone is on the fritz. Did you try her at work?”

“Yes, I called the main number, and I was passed to her boss. He said she sent a text to him. She requested time off to take care of her sick niece in D.C.”

My brows furrowed in confusion. “What?”

“Exactly. Jilly’s not sick. Are you?”

“No, of course not.” I swung back around to my desk and opened my laptop.

“I’m stumped.”

“The boss must have gotten it wrong. I’ll shoot her an email, in case her phone is busted or lost.” I pulled up my Outlook, added Vera’s private and work email addresses in the TO line, and typed up a quick message asking if she was okay. I requested she reach out to Mom or myself.

“Did you send a text?” I asked Mom.

“Of course!” she snapped as if I’d asked a stupid question. 

In my defense, the question was not stupid. My mother was not of the texting generation, and she was ten times more likely to make a phone call than send a text. I rarely received texts from her; when I did, it usually told me to call her. 

“If Aunt Vera hasn’t been to work this week, where is she?” I murmured, immediately regretting speaking the words aloud.

“I don’t know,” Mom cried with a bit of a whine.

I didn’t need my mother working herself into a dither. I knew I’d have to calm her down, or she’d be on the next flight from Colorado to Virginia. My parents moved out of the DC rat race a number of years ago when my mother retired from teaching. My father still did consulting for the federal government. They chose Colorado because it was in between their children. My brother lived in Seattle, whereas Jillian and I lived in the fifty-first state of Northern Virginia—a place vastly different from the rest of the state. 

“I’ll tell you what, if Aunt Vera doesn’t contact one of us by tomorrow, I’ll go down on Friday. Hasina’s given the staff the afternoon off because the building is being fumigated.”

“Fumigated?!” Mom exclaimed.

“The old coffee shop on the first floor wasn’t cleaned properly before they closed for good, and the roaches moved in.” My lip curled in disgust.

“Ew!”

“My thoughts exactly. The critters haven’t made it to the upper floors, but businesses on the first and second floors have been complaining. So, we’re all getting gassed. The building must be cleared out by noon.” I shook my head. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter; we’ve gone off on a tangent. I’ll touch base tomorrow evening. If you haven’t heard from Vera, I’ll buzz down to Williamsburg to check on her.”

“Do you think I should call the police for a welfare check? After all, she’s sixty-two. Maybe she had a heart attack.”

I hesitated. “You can always do that, but the fact she told her boss she’d be out of town leads me to believe something else is going on. Perhaps she’s found a new man and flew to Vegas to elope.” I slapped a hand over my mouth, regretting the statement as soon as it popped out.

“Good lord, I hope not. It would be that horrid Randy all over again,” Mom moaned.

Aunt Vera’s first husband, Uncle Jack, was an awesome guy. The type of uncle who would swoop a kid up on his shoulders to look over the crowd at Disney World. I remember marveling at his ability to pull quarters from my ears. Uncle Jack died from a brain aneurysm when Vera was only forty-six. Returning home from work one evening, the poor woman literally stumbled over him lying on the bathroom floor. A year later, still in mourning and on the rebound, Vera married Good Time Randy. 

Good Time Randy loved to party ... and drink ... and spend money. Within eight months, Good Time Randy blew through all their savings on lavish purchases, expensive trips, and bad investments on stock tips he’d gotten from a “bar buddy.” I could never confirm it, but I believed my parents lent my aunt the money for her divorce. Vera had been working for the Smithsonian. After the divorce, she moved away from DC and restarted her life in Williamsburg, Virginia, where she became a conservator at an art museum.

“I’m sure there is a perfectly sensible explanation for everything,” I soothed. “Don’t worry.” 

Later that night, I tried to take my own advice—oft easier said than done. Wandering around the senator’s fundraiser, networking, and nursing a single glass of wine, I found myself distracted by thoughts of Aunt Vera. I constantly refreshed my email. 

Nothing.

What’s that saying about a watched pot?

With a sigh, I decided to leave my email app alone and focus on the task at hand—getting a cosponsor for our bill.
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Chapter Two

Thursday
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“Benny and the Jets” woke me from a stressful dream. Everyone has had it. I was back in high school. I couldn’t remember my locker combination. There was a test I needed to study for. My notes and textbook were in the locker. 

“Mom?” I rolled onto my back, rubbing a hand down my face. “What’s wrong?”

“Have you heard from Aunt Vera yet?” she whispered.

“What? I don’t know. What time is it?”

“Um, morning time?”

“Cripes,” I muttered. “Just a sec, let me check.” I swiped to my email app. 

No response. 

“No, not yet. But I sent the email in the evening. It’s—” I checked the clock on my bedside table, “—six in the morning.” A realization dinged in my head. “Which means it’s four in Colorado. What are you doing up at this ungodly hour?”

“I woke up to go to the bathroom and figured you’d be awake.” 

That would explain the echoey sound I heard, and why she was whispering. “Jeez, Mom. Seriously, I think you’re blowing this all out of proportion. I’m sure Aunt Vera is fine. Go back to bed.”

“I thought you woke up at six.”

“Not when I didn’t get home from a fundraiser until midnight,” I grunted. 

“Oh, sorry.”

“Go back to bed. I’ll call you at lunchtime.” I hit the off button and tossed the phone back on the table. If I could just get another half hour of sleep...

Fifteen minutes later, the coffee machine belched out its magical dark brew as I hovered impatiently for it to finish. I poured in some pumpkin spice creamer, took the cup and phone to my velvet sofa, and surfed social media. At quarter to seven, the Mission Impossible theme sang out, and my boyfriend, Rick Donovan’s smiling face lit up my phone. 

I swiped the green answer button. “’Lo.”

“Morning, beautiful,” his yummy deep voice rumbled across the lines, giving me a warm, gooey feeling in the pit of my stomach ... or it might have been the coffee—tough to say this early in the morning. “Saw you on social and knew you were up. Are you coherent; have you had your coffee yet?” Rick was a veteran who did time in Afghanistan. The military discipline of rising at the ungodly hour of five in the morning stayed with him, so it didn’t surprise me that he was up, coherent, and had probably already run three miles. 

Rick had learned that I was not in his early morning league. Before seven in the morning, I could run as far as the bathroom. Seriously, if you saw me running at five in the morning, you’d better run too, because something was undoubtedly chasing me. “Just finishing my first cup.”

“How did the fundraiser go?”

“It looks like the four of us, Rodrigo, me, Hasina and Cathy from Urban Health, were able to convince the senator to cosponsor our bill.” I may have given a bit of a squeal at the end of that sentence.

“Congratulations. That’s great.”

“So far, so good. We’ve got a bill in the House and the Senate. One step closer.” I swallowed the dregs of the coffee and scrunched my nose in distaste. It’d gone cold. 

“I was calling about our dinner with Mike. Should I make reservations for us somewhere? It is Friday night. The weekend before Halloween. Things might be a bit loony.”

Crap. I’d forgotten about the dinner. “About that. I’m going to reschedule.”

“Ok-ay. Fine by me, but why?”

I gave a put-upon grunt. “There’s a possibility I’ll need to go down to Williamsburg tomorrow.”

“Spill. What’s going on?”

“Why do you think anything is going on?” I shot back. 

“I can hear it in your voice,” he said evenly.

I sighed in defeat. 

Rick was former military special forces, as was most of his team. Their security clearances made them perfect to run on- and off-the-books operations for CIA/DEA/FBI—add your own three-lettered government agency here. At least those were my suspicions. 

Honestly, I knew stuff about Rick, like his family life and where he grew up, but whenever I asked questions about his job, I didn’t get a lot of answers. That being said, I was certain Rick was trained in interrogation tactics, as well as asset development. I couldn’t put much past him. Mike once said Rick new how to “handle” me. I’d resented the hell out of that remark, but, to my consternation, Mike may have hit the nail on the head.  

I rolled out the Aunt Vera story, starting with my mom’s phone call yesterday and ending with, “So far, Aunt Vera hasn’t returned any calls or my email.”

“Is that unusual?”

“To be honest, yes. Yes, it is.”

He took a beat. “Do you want my opinion?”

Unlike most people, Rick was truly asking and would abide by my answer. If I said no, he’d leave it alone. I couldn’t say no. Actually, I valued his take on the situation. “Yes.”

“I think you should send the cops over for a welfare check. Like your mom said, she’s sixty-two, lives alone, and hasn’t responded to your mom’s queries, or yours, for that matter.”

My mouth twisted, because I agreed with Rick’s assessment. I’d been thinking the same thing as the coffee kicked in. “I’ll phone the police as soon as we get off. If I go down tomorrow, would you like to join me? The leaves are at their peak; it’ll be a beautiful drive down.”

“What time would you go?”

“Noonish.” I explained the fumigation situation.

“I’m starting a new security detail for a foreign diplomat tomorrow morning, and I’m meeting with a potential client at three, so that’s a non-starter. I could come down on Saturday,” he offered. 

What a sweetie. This time I was sure the gooey feeling in the pit of my stomach was Rick and not the coffee. “No worries. Let’s play it by ear. If I get down to Aunt Vera’s and find she’s simply lost her phone, I’ll likely return sometime on Saturday.”

“Will I see you tonight?"

I hesitated, bringing up my calendar app to see if we had something on the books. “You mean for self-defense practice?” I’d been taking self-defense from the Silverthorne guys on-and-off for over a year. “I don’t see anything. Did I have an appointment?”

“Karina, we haven’t seen each other in two weeks. Since I’m not seeing you on Friday, as planned, I thought, perhaps, we could get together before you leave for Williamsburg. You know, for dinner ... or something...” he said in a wink-wink tone. 

As head of Silverthorne Security, Rick worked all over the world providing security services for American businesses abroad, foreign diplomats in D.C., and various other missions that tended to remain hush-hush. In a way, dating Rick wasn’t much different from dating my ex-boyfriend, Mike. The one main difference: I knew my ex, who worked in the FBI’s cybercrime unit, wasn’t walking into active war zones. I did my level best to put those types of worries out of my head. Otherwise, I’d go bananas. 

I snuggled deeper into my robe and said in my most sensual voice, “Why, yes, Mr. Donovan, I’d love to get together for dinner ... or something.”

“Pick you up at seven?”

“Let’s meet at Southside in Old Town, six-thirty. We’ll come back to my place afterward ... for dessert.” I licked my lips.

“Can’t wait,” he said matter-of-factly. “It’s after seven. Don’t you need to get a shower?”

“Crap!” I launched off the couch, dropping the phone in the process. “I’ve got an eight-thirty breakfast on the Hill. See you tonight,” I hollered.

His sexy laughter was the last thing I heard before hanging up.

Luckily, I’d brought home a pile of dry cleaning yesterday, which gave me abundant fresh-pressed clothes to choose from, so I left the condo with plenty of time to get to my meeting. In the car, I phoned the Williamsburg police station and requested a welfare check for Aunt Vera. They took all my information, Aunt Vera’s information, and said they’d be in touch. 

Later that morning, as I was driving away from Capitol Hill back to the office, a lady by the name of Madge contacted me. “Our officers obtained entry with the landlord and did not find your aunt in residence. They checked the parking area and did not find her vehicle on the premises.”

“I see. Thank you, Madge. I appreciate it.”

“No problem.” She hung up, and I debated whether to contact Mom. 

I decided to wait until lunch as we’d originally agreed. Maybe Aunt Vera would respond to my email before then.
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Chapter Three
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I walked through the front door of Southside 815 in Old Town Alexandria and breathed in the scent of comfort food. The restaurant specialized in Southern cuisine that included homemade buttermilk biscuits, barbecue, fish, shrimp, and a variety of fried items from chicken to green tomatoes. 

Rick stood at the bar with a half-empty glass of beer in front of him. He wore a pair of black jeans, a French-blue button-down shirt, and a black leather jacket. His hair was close-cropped with an edging of gray at his temples, which complemented his unusual silvery eyes. He stood a little over six-one, which I enjoyed because, at five-nine, I could still wear high heels and not dwarf him. 

He grinned. 

Effortlessly, I slid into his embrace, breathing in the woodsy scent of his aftershave. His lips covered mine, and for a moment, I forgot we were in public. I plastered myself against him, circled my arms around his neck, and ran my fingers along the soft roots of his hairline. A catcall pulled me to reality, and I stepped back.

“Shall we skip dinner and head straight home for dessert?” he asked with an elevated brow.

While considering his suggestion, my stomach rumbled, and I thought better of it. “No. I haven’t eaten since breakfast. If I don’t fill the belly soon, the mean hungries will set in.”

“Ah, got it. They aren’t too busy. We should be able to get a table.” Rick tossed a twenty on the bar, grabbed his drink, and escorted me to the hostess station. 

She seated us immediately at a quiet table in the front window. We ordered drinks and a full meal as soon as our waiter arrived. 

Then Rick placed his hands on the table. “Tell me about it.”

I slouched in my chair and sighed. “They did a welfare check.” My mouth twisted. “No luck. The house seems to be in a normal state, and her car wasn’t in the driveway.”

“No signs of a struggle?”

“Nope.” I shook my head. “Nothing. All was normal. I spoke to Mom at lunch. I’ve got a nine o’clock meeting, and then I’m going to pack up and leave.”

His lips turned down, and a crease between his brows formed as I delivered the news. “Where do you think she is?”

“I’ve no clue,” I snapped. 

Rick sipped his beer. 

Realizing the situation was making me a tad edgy, I continued in a softer tone, “I know where she keeps the extra key, so I can get into her house. If I can find her computer, or a calendar, or-or something that would give me an idea of where she might be...”

He reached over, taking my cold fingers into his warm hands. I hadn’t realized I’d been wringing them. “I’m sure there’s a simple explanation. Perhaps she took an unexpected vacation and didn’t have time to tell anyone.”

“But the message she wrote to her boss...”

His brow winged up. “Maybe she figured her boss would be more understanding if she had an emergency rather than a chance at a quick trip to the beach?”

I nodded at his logic. Aunt Vera was no saint. She had a mischievous streak, which I absolutely loved, especially when we were kids. I remember my mother dropping the three of us off for a weekend at her house and distinctly asking Vera not to feed us a bunch of junk for the entire weekend. Vera, who was never able to have children of her own, spent the weekend spoiling the lot of us with homemade chocolate chip cookies, sundaes, and a trip to the candy shop. 

“Perhaps you’re right,” I mused. “I suppose we’ve all exaggerated a cold or taken a ‘well day.’ Maybe an offer came up, and she couldn’t refuse. I simply can’t understand why she hasn’t phoned or texted any of us back.”

“Broken phone?” he suggested.

I chewed my lips. “Maybe.” 

Our drinks and appetizer arrived. Initially, I’d waved away the waiter’s offer of an appetizer; however, my boyfriend realized I needed to eat sooner rather than later and ordered my favorite—spinach artichoke dip. Rick was a very smart man. I dove in like a shark going after a floundering baby seal. The poor fellow didn’t get more than two or three bites. I scarfed it down, scraping the little crock with the last bit of French bread. 

“Feeling better now?” My tablemate indicated the clean plate. 

“Much. Thanks for getting an appetizer. I was about ready to start gnawing this cloth napkin.”

He grinned and said with a touch of smugness, “Somehow, I had a feeling it might help.”

I patted my stomach. “Not sure how much dinner I’ll be able to eat.”

“You can take it home.”

I gazed at him with lowered lids and, leaning forward, said in sultry tones, “Don’t worry, I’ll be sure to save room for dessert.”
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Chapter Four

Friday
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The following morning, Rick loaded the small suitcase I’d packed the night before into my red Jeep Wrangler. “Call me when you get there. Sorry I can’t come with you today, but I’ll be down tomorrow morning.” 

“Oh, I don’t want to be a bother. I’m sure—” 

Rick put a finger over my lips, silencing me. “You’re not a bother. I’ll be down tomorrow morning. Nod if you understand.”

I nodded.

He gave me a toe-curling kiss, handed me into the Jeep, and sent me on my way. 

That kiss scrambled my brain. I had no memory of driving to the office. 

Shaking myself out of an autopilot stupor, I realized I’d been sitting in my parking space staring at the brick building in front of me. “Oh, he’s good.”

My morning meeting ended just before eleven. I rolled out of the city and got on I-95. Per usual, I hit on-and-off traffic all the way south to Fredericksburg. Once I cleared the Fredericksburg limits, it was smooth sailing. Around one-thirty, I motored off the highway at the Williamsburg exit and headed to Vera’s place.

I always enjoyed visiting and learning about the rich history of Colonial Williamsburg. In the 1700s, Williamsburg was a thriving capital city, and, until 1780, the seat of government for Virginia—the most populated and influential American colony. The Founding Fathers of the nation met in a local tavern and planted the seeds that grew into the first Continental Congress, which led to the Revolution, and eventually a new nation. Washington, Jefferson, Madison, Franklin spent their days at the Raleigh Tavern discussing freedom from the Crown. After Richmond became the state capital, the politicians left, and Williamsburg became a sleepy town, eventually falling into disrepair. 

In 1926, John D. Rockefeller took an interest in reviving the historical city, purchased the land surrounding Duke of Gloucester Street, and set up the Colonial Williamsburg Foundation. Through research and archeological digs, the organization discovered the original foundations that lined Duke of Gloucester Street from the Capitol building down to Merchants Square. In between, you’ll find historically accurate, reconstructed taverns and trade shops, along with the courthouse and the Royal Governor’s Palace. If you attended a Virginia public school, you likely took a field trip to Williamsburg. 

My aunt lived in a reconstructed house on Waller Street near the Capitol building and Christiana Campbell’s Tavern. Many of the restored homes that aren’t open to the public can be rented by people who work for Colonial Williamsburg—or, as the locals call it, just plain CW. 

Her home was a simple Dijon mustard-colored box with maroon shutters and a white picket fence surrounding the dwelling. It had a small covered front porch and an old-fashioned sign with a bell painted on it. A gravel lot led to Aunt Vera’s miniature but charming backyard. The gate to the parking pad was closed, and I got out to open it. A small, tasteful, black-and-white sign read, PRIVATE PARKING FOR RESIDENTS ONLY. This was an important sign to have, as parking could be scarce around CW, and, without it, an ignorant tourist might inadvertently take one of the spaces. 

Even though I’d expected it, disappointment still flooded my system when I pulled into the empty lot. No sign of Aunt Vera’s car. Hopping out, I closed the gate, located the extra key in the fake rock, and opened the front door. The house smelled stale but not overly unpleasant. 

I heard a gentle meow from behind me. “Nightshade?” 

Aunt Vera’s black cat dropped the remnants of a bird on the porch, strolled between my legs, glanced around, and darted to the back of the house. I followed at my leisure, leaving my purse next to a pile of mail on the narrow foyer table. 

In the kitchen, both of Nightshade’s bowls were empty of water and kibble. The niggling concern that had been gnawing at my subconscious on the drive down turned into full-blown alarm. Even though I was certain Nightshade was well able to take care of himself, as witnessed by the charming delicacy he left on the porch, I couldn't imagine my Aunt Vera leaving her favorite pet without making arrangements for him.

I filled one bowl with water and found a can of cat food in the pantry. By the time I'd spooned the tuna into the second bowl, Nightshade had lapped up all the water. I refilled the vessel and left the cat to his meal.

Not much had changed since I’d been there over the summer. Aunt Vera's home was filled with antique furnishings and simple colonial interior design, in keeping with the time period of the community. However, modern conveniences such as new appliances in the kitchen, a fully renovated bathroom, and televisions intermingled with the past. 

The main level consisted of four rooms and a half bath. Windows flanked the front door on the first level. The pair of windows on the left belonged to the parlor, which Vera used as her main living room. The two windows on the right housed a dining room with a fireplace and a mahogany table that sat eight comfortably. A wrought iron and crystal chandelier hung from the coffered ceiling. The dining room led into a good-sized kitchen at the back of the house. A well-worn farmhouse table dominated the center of the room. 

I ran my hand along the scarred pine. Many wonderful memories sitting around that table were stored in the files of my brain. The most recent one took place after Aunt Vera’s birthday luncheon. That evening, as Dad snoozed in front of the television, Jillian, Vera, Mom, and I sat around it consuming wine—three bottles—reminiscing about the past and getting unequivocally snookered. We laughed so hard, Jillian fell out of her chair. 

A miniscule half-bath was added under the stairs sometime in the 90s. Aunt Vera recently had it painted a butter yellow and the lower beadboard a deep navy. I utilized the facilities before continuing my inspection of the home.  

The doorway at the back of the parlor led into a narrow sitting room Vera used as her home office. Her laptop computer, which normally sat on the delicate Louis XV writing desk, was absent. The computer and phone chargers snaked across the dark wood, empty of their equipment. 

A movement in my periphery startled me. Gulping in a breath, I swung around and placed a hand to my chest. Nightshade sat still as a statue in the doorway to the hall and, with ears cocked, watched one of the two toile-covered armchairs flanking the window. 

“Jeez, Nightshade, how long have you been sitting there? Hm? Did you finish your tuna?”

The cat didn’t deign to acknowledge my volley. His tail twitched, but that green cat stare didn’t move. Goosebumps sprang to life along my arms, and a tingle slithered up my spine.

“You know, I’d never say this in front of Aunt Vera, but you’re a weird cat.” 

This wasn’t the first time I’d walked into one of the rooms to find Nightshade staring fixedly at nothing. I’d always thought the cat was on the hunt, waiting for a mouse or a spider to crawl out from under the furniture. About two years ago, I mentioned it to Aunt Vera. 

She’d told me, “Nightshade likes to keep an eye on the ghost.” 

I suppose I should mention, my Aunt Vera believed the house was haunted by a Union soldier named Lieutenant Harold Cabway. She explained, a Union Army garrison occupied the town, and Lieutenant Cabway was billeted in her home. Supposedly, the officer was reprimanding a group of drunken soldiers who’d been harassing some townswomen, when one of the brash soldiers hauled off and shot him in the chest. Cabway was taken to a doctor, but the poor man never recovered from his wounds. Aunt Vera believed his ghost returned to her house. She said he’d been known to help her find lost items. 

In all the times I’d visited, I’d never witnessed the ghost, only Nightshade’s odd behavior. 

I don’t want to give the wrong impression—Aunt Vera was quite normal. She wasn’t the family’s kooky aunt. This ghost business was really her only oddity. Mom believed it made Aunt Vera more colorful in her community of living history. 

Who am I to judge? 

There are plenty of ghost tours to choose from when visiting Williamsburg. I’d even enjoyed taking one myself. Aunt Vera had been living here for over a dozen years; maybe she invented a spirit to keep her company or give the locals something to talk about.

I sniffed. What is that? Patchouli and clove? 

It reminded me of the short period of time when my father took up pipe smoking
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