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  To my family. You keep me going. 
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I

The Red Game

She never agreed to play. 

But now it’s play… or die.
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  Chapter 1

  
  




“Mom, I swear, the traffic here is getting worse every day,” I grumbled. I balanced my cold brew coffee in one hand while weaving my way through the early morning rush hour traffic. I honked at some idiot cutting me off as I pulled out of Brewtiful Brews coffee drive-thru.

“Asshole!” I huffed, driving past the offending car and glaring at him. He responded with a middle-finger salute.

“Pfft, typical.” I rolled my eyes as the plastic cup slipped precariously through my fingers. Luckily, my freshly manicured nail caught the lip of the lid, saving me from a cold, wet disaster.

“…and then I told Melinda I would host the luncheon on Sunday…” Mom prattled on, ignoring my profanity. She was forever trying to get me to join one of her famous luncheons. It was her not-so-subtle attempt to hook me up with one of her church lady friends’ single sons. My sin of being an independent woman in my late twenties was the bane of her existence. If my mother could, she would get me married off to one of her friends’ eligible bachelor sons. It would be a feather in her cap among the cutthroat, competitive church women.

I gave little more than murmurs of “Uh-huhs,” and “Okays,” tuning out most of her chattering. While the thought of the delicious spread she usually put out for these events was tempting, I didn’t want to lose my precious Sunday do-nothing hours.

Nor did I want to hear more about Doreen’s eligible son. The one with the bad comb-over and copious amounts of free time to spend fawning over Doreen. The very thought of Chet Woody sent shivers of revulsion down my spine.

Shaking my head at the terrible mental image of Chet swooning over his mother. I threw out some lame excuses about needing to take care of some laundry and errands. I knew if I budged an inch and said I’d stop in, Mom and Doreen would have Chet waiting to pounce.

“Uh-huh, well, I’m sure it will be a smash, Mom. I’m just about to park, so have a good day and we’ll talk later!” I said with false enthusiasm, hanging up before she could get a second wind.

Pulling into my regular spot on the other side of the small parking lot, I sat for a moment, sipping my drink.

The office building was a single-story, ugly little building with a terrible paint job. The only saving grace was that it abutted a nice little public park.

Gathering my purse and coffee cup, I did my typical quick check in the rearview before getting out of the car. The new pink shade of lipstick I’d splurged on at the mall needed a touch-up. It had been a luxury I could have forgone, but the salesperson convinced me to treat myself. She’d said it went so well with my fair coloring and blue eyes.

Dabbing my lips together to even out the fresh touch of color, I agreed. It really did suit me. As I put the cap on the lipstick and popped it back into my purse, a flash of red caught my eye.

“Huh? What’s that?” I said, twisting in my seat, I looked out the back window toward the building, searching for what had caught my eye.

“Oooh! That’s weird!” My eyebrows arched as a strange man I’d never seen in the park before walked slowly up the sidewalk. He was wearing all black. A black hoodie and a black ball cap pulled low over his face. Which wouldn’t have caught my eye, except he was also wearing a bright red plastic poncho over the getup. And the sky was clear!

Not to mention, it’s also 86 degrees out today. Why in the hell is he dressed like that?!

Puzzled, I sat watching the man through my rearview mirror, mesmerized by the odd sight. The poncho looked wet and shiny. He was an opaque red plastic figure reflecting the sun. It was a strange and sharp contrast to the rest of his dark outfit and shaded face.

The man continued pacing around near the building while I sat for what felt like ages.

He would take a few steps out onto the grass and then jerk back the same few steps to the sidewalk. I continued watching his erratic movements, mesmerized, trying to get a better look at his face.

He seemed to stick to the shadows, his face never showing more than a glimpse of a shadowed profile. He kept his head turned down and angled away from the parking lot. It felt intentional, like he knew he was being watched and didn’t want to reveal his identity.

Contemplating what to do about getting into the office, I weighed my options. What if I wait for him to go away? Could I hustle past him to the door? I can be quick, but with things in my hands, do I think I could unlock the door in time if he tries to follow me? What if I drop my keys?

While I was lost in thought, the man suddenly jerked around towards the parking lot, making me jump in my seat. His face turned towards the parking lot, and as he lifted his head, I could see his mouth was moving as though he was talking to himself.

Oh! Maybe he’s got an earbud in? I sighed with skeptical relief. Slinking back down into my seat, I tried to be less conspicuous. I didn’t want him to know I had been spying.

“Maybe he’s waiting for someone?” I muttered to myself, reaching up to angle the mirror down to continue watching him from my hidden position in the car. He continued to pace around, moving back and forth in the reflection of my mirror.

Ugh! I wish he’d wander off already so I could get into the office. I was getting annoyed. I decided while I waited that I wasn’t comfortable getting out of my car with him so close to the building.

The idea of walking past him, or even running, to unlock the office door gave me pause. Frankly, I’d been listening to too many true crime podcasts lately. Hearing the hosts analyze what they thought were the victims’ fatal mistakes gave me a new perspective on taking risks. If anything, those shows have made me much more wary of taking chances. The last thing I wanted was to become the topic of one of those podcasts.

Glancing over at the park grounds, I searched for any nearby people. If anyone was close by, I might feel confident getting out of the car with him around.

Unfortunately, the early morning park landscape was empty. The only person I saw besides the strange man was a little old guy in the distance. The elderly man was very slowly ambling along, holding a cane and walking his equally tiny old dog. The pair of them were limping along the trail in frail, ginger steps.

Damn, I’m on my own.

Gathering my courage, I put my hand on the door handle and looked back up into the rearview mirror one last time.
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Aaaaah!!!!!

A strangled screech erupted from me. In my moment of inattention, the man in the red poncho had started running.

RIGHT TOWARDS ME!

It took a full second for my brain to comprehend what I was seeing. This man. This weirdo! Was now sprinting full speed at my car!

SHIT!

Slapping around the passenger seat blindly, I searched for the keys I’d set down earlier, while I kept my eyes glued to the rearview mirror watching in terror as the man in red gained momentum. My heart raced as I raked through the small pile of things on the passenger seat, frantically digging for my keys. 
“COME ON!” I yelled, as my fingertips finally grazed over the tips of the keys hidden under my bag. I snatched them up, fumbling to get the key into the ignition.

The engine raced as I stomped on the gas before I shifted the car out of park. I whipped my head around to look behind me as I slapped at the shifter, shoving it into reverse as I watched the man getting closer to the back of my car. The car flew backwards out of the parking spot with a screech of tires.

The car screeched as I stomped on the brake, coming within inches of his knees as he skidded to a halt behind me.

Our eyes finally met in the rearview mirror. Mine were wide with shock, his were narrow slits. I shoved the shifter into drive and hit
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