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Olivia Sika exited the warehouse with her two assistants that were more like friends. Even though she didn’t always tell them what was going on in her life. Somethings were better left unsaid. The air was warm and muggy, typical for a late spring day in New York City. The fabric of her dress clung to the moisture on her back.

"Are you sure you don't want company tonight?" Ajay drilled her with a stare. She and Ajay had gone out on two dates, but if she wanted everyone to know she was a professional photographer, sleeping with the set assistant didn’t fit into the business plan. She needed a competent assistant more than she needed a boyfriend. Besides, Ajay was a playboy, something else she didn’t need.

“Yes let’s have drinks. We can go to your favorite place on Roosevelt Avenue.” Gwen agreed.

"Guys, I'm exhausted. All I want to do is go home and examine the shots I took today. Gwen, I know you have something more exciting to do than to board the train and take that long-ass ride to Queens." She waved them both away. "I'll see you tomorrow. Don't forget we've got to be there early to catch the morning sun. We’re shooting outside."

“Sure thing boss lady,” Ajay said.

“Don’t call me boss. You know I hate that.”

Without waiting for him to reply she made her way up 29th Street, with Gwen at her side and Ajay a few paces behind. He tapped the screen of his phone while trying to keep up with them.

“Wow, you were harsh on Ajay,” Gwen whispered.

“He keeps calling me boss lady. I’ve told him to stop a hundred times. It’s almost like he does it because he knows I don’t like it.”

“He wouldn’t do that. Remember he called me Toots for several weeks when he started working with us?”

Olivia chuckled. “I remember.”

Gwen was the first person who answered her ad for a make-up artist and stylist assistant. It hadn't taken the two of them long to realize they had more in common than employer and employee. They were more like long lost sisters that had finally found each other. They both wore their hair natural. While Gwen's hair hung like waves to her shoulders, Olivia's hair was black and curly like a profusion of dark clouds around her face. They competed to see who could wear the most outlandish outfits. Today Gwen won. Her tiny denim shorts and red cowboy boots were in stark contrast to the white sequined tank. Olivia looked down at her silk spaghetti strapped sundress, it was so short it almost exposed her butt.

Gwen pointed to Olivia's feet. "Oh, look. Your toes are painted the same color as your dress. I bet you spent all day looking for yellow polish." 

"Yeah, but we both know you won today." Olivia stopped walking.

"Girl, you've gotta come better than nail polish if you want to run with this sista." Gwen waved her goodbye and continued toward 34th Street.

Ajay stepped up beside her and shoved his phone into his pants pocket. “Any plans for the weekend.”

She had to look up at Ajay to see his face. He was as tall as he was good-looking. Women liked to flirt with him, and he enjoyed the attention. “I’ve been too busy to think about the weekend,” she said. “If I’m lucking I’ll finish my laundry.”

The sidewalk was thick with tourist and the rush-hour crowd. Gwen and Ajay's concern was reassuring, but they were going overboard with the idea that they had to protect her. She'd made enough changes to her life to keep her safe.

Trying to determine who was making her life miserable was useless. Every time she did, nothing came up that made sense. There were no bad break-ups. The only one left heartbroken had been her. There were no grudges that needed a resolution because she avoided confrontation, even when it wasn't in her best interest. There were no social media wars where she'd waged battle. She didn't owe anyone money, nor had she seduced anyone’s husband or lover. What was happening was just one of those things that would fade when the stalker grew tired of her boring life. The last time the stalker had left her fifty-four voicemail messages in two hours, the police told her there wasn’t anything they could do.

Before descending the stairs to the subway, she looked around for any familiar faces that had been behind her for too long. Another new habit. The man in the gray suit had been behind her for several blocks. If he followed her down the stairs, she’d pull her whistle from her camera bag.

“You can’t keep glancing over your shoulder,” Ajay said.

“It’s a habit now. I don’t even recognize doing it.” The suited man was nowhere in sight. She eased the air out of her lungs. Living this way was crazy. How long could she go on like this before she broke?

The heated underground was as oppressive as it was outside. Perspiration dripped down the center of her back. She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment. Instead of focusing on all the things that weren't going right, she needed to think about all the stuff that was finally turning in her favor. The assignment from Vogue was enough to keep her overjoyed for months. The check would keep her and the company afloat for a while. The next time her father called to brag about one of her sibling’s accomplishments, she'd do a little bragging of her own.

The crowd on the platform pressed forward. Everyone looked down the track at the train’s approaching lights. Olivia kept up with the momentum of the other passengers and stepped into the subway car heading to Queens. Of course, there were no empty seats. If she'd wanted to sit on the ride home, she should have had that drink with Gwen and Ajay and caught a later train.

“I can walk you home if you want. Make sure you get there safe and sound.” Ajay stood next to her. “I’m even willing to hang out on your sofa.”

“I’m fine, Ajay. The Super changes the locks and it’s been a week with no hassles.”

“I can make my famous martinis,” he offered.

“Not tonight.”

“Okay. I’m getting off at the next stop.” He embraced her before shuffling toward the door with the crowd exiting the train.

She gripped the pole near the door and spread her feet to keep her balance. Tomorrow was another long day. They were shooting outside. If it was anything like the last two sessions, then Vogue should like her work. Freelance photography wasn't an easy business. Taking pictures and selling them to online retailers didn't pay enough to cover her rent on the warehouse and her apartment.

Tonight, right after she washed off the subway grime and sweat, she’d start looking for more assignments to book. Why couldn't she get one of those jobs in some exotic place, like Mykonos or Santorini in Greece or from the Great Wall of China? As much as she loved living in New York, getting away for the summer would have advantages.

She snapped her head up. The idea came to her like a vision. Maybe her contact at Vogue could help her get an assignment overseas. For sure, instead of watching reality television tonight she’d dig around online to see if she could find another dream assignment out of the city. Could she be lucky enough to find something that would allow her to take both Ajay and Gwen?

The train pulled into the Briarwood-Van Wyck Blvd station. She adjusted her bag on her shoulder and exited the car. She couldn't wait to get above ground. Even if the air outside were as hot as before, at least, there would be different aromas, instead of perspiration, sweat, and hopelessness.

She made her way up the stairs and into the early cast of evening. The sun had dipped behind the high-rises, leaving the sky a combination of light blue and navy. The streets near the subway were busy. Even though a cool shower called her name, she took her time walking the six blocks to the third-floor walkup. The red brick building with the welcoming blue awning came into view. The tension in her shoulders melting away. The street was quiet. Where were the kids that were supposed to be outside enjoying summer and the joy of no homework?

Before opening the door to the building, she glanced up and down the street. Except for the honking horns, a few streets away and the hum of air conditioners there was no other noise. No one was lurking to overpower her and take her hostage.

Her father wanted her to have a building with a doorman, but he had no idea what an apartment in a building like that cost. She climbed the stairs to her unit. By the time she reached the third floor the back of her dress was damp. She made her way down the hall and stopped just outside her apartment to fish the key from her purse.

She pushed the key in the lock and turned, but the door was already unlocked. 
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Olivia backed down the hall, almost tripping over her feet while trying to juggle her bags. Her heartbeat picked up. Getting as far away from the apartment was the only thing that mattered, for now. She took the stairs down two at a time, balancing her purse and the messenger bags on her shoulder. In the lobby, she pulled her phone from her bag and scrolled through the contacts. When she found David's number, she tapped the screen.

"Hey, girl, what's up?" David's voice was chipper just like always.

"My apartment door is unlocked," she whispered and glanced over her shoulder.

David said nothing for several seconds. She heard rustling in the background. "David..." she yelled his name.

"Yeah, I'm here. I was just moving to hear you better. I don't understand. Your door is unlocked, why is that important?" 

She took a short breath. "I just got home from work. I went to unlock my apartment door, but it's already unlocked." Each word came out with a gush of air.

"Are you sure you locked it this morning?"

"Yes. I doubled checked it. I always do now."

"Did you go in?"

"No."

"Where are you now?"

"In the lobby. David, I'm scared." She tried to bite back the tears. Nobody liked a hysterical woman.

"I'll be right there. Call 911 and stay put. Give me three minutes. I’m still in my jogging clothes so I'll run."

Olivia dropped her bags on the floor and dialed the emergency number. She gave the operator the information, forcing her voice to sound level as she enunciated the address. The last thing she wanted was to hear the recording at a later date and be a babbling lunatic.

She ended the call and focused on the surveillance camera in the lobby, making sure she was in full view of it as she walked from the door and back. With each loop that she took her heart slowed a little.

Maybe she'd overreacted.

Maybe the super had been in her unit and just forgot to lock the door.

Maybe she’d only imagined the door was unlocked.

At the entrance to the building, she stuck her head out to peer down the street for David. He wasn't in sight yet.

Making friends with someone on the NYPD had been a smart move. And even better he only lived two blocks away. She added all the reasons her father may have been right about her living so far from home. Right about her striking out on such an unstable career. Right about her ability to protect herself in a city that never slowed down.

David burst through the double glass doors. The neck of his t-shirt was dark with perspiration.  There was a slight bulge on his right side, below his armpit, his gun.

"Are you okay?" he said before he even reached her.

She nodded.

"Did you call the police?"

"Yes."

"They'll be here any minute, then." He put his arm around her. "Let's go upstairs."

"Eva doesn't mind you coming over, does she? You guys weren't busy?" Olivia asked.

"No, she doesn't mind. We were getting ready to eat dinner. She wanted to come, too, but I told her I didn't think that was a good idea." David was another person who was like the big brother she wanted but didn't have. He was patient and easy to talk to, unlike her brothers who were opinionated and overbearing. 

"David, this has to stop. I'm tired of living in fear. There has to be something I can do."

"Don't jump to conclusions. We don't know what's going on, yet."

Two uniformed police officers entered the building. One very tall, the other was as thick as he was tall. Together they looked like the number ten.

David made his way to them. "Hey, guys." David pulled his badge from the pocket of his sweatpants and flashed it before shoving it back in place.

"What have we got here?" The taller, thin one spoke first.

"Not sure yet. Olivia says her apartment door was unlocked when she arrived home. She's sure she locked it this morning."

"Did you go in?" The round officer pulled a pad from his pocket.

"No." Olivia forced her tongue to work.

"For the last several months she's been having issues with a stalker. I just got here and told her to call 911," David said. "Let's go upstairs and find out what's going on." David led the way up the three flights of stairs. Olivia followed behind the three men.

"Her place is at the end of the hall. On the left." David pointed. He'd removed his gun and held it at his side. He was in cop mode now.

The tall officer turned to her. "Ma'am, stay here." He pointed to a spot on the carpet as if she shouldn't move another step.

Olivia froze. She couldn't make her mind process what was going on. One day life was great, and she was just a happy New Yorker. The next day someone had invaded her life, turning it inside out and upside down and she was helpless. Sometimes fighting the things she could see was hard enough, how could she battle what she couldn't even identify?

After several minutes, David stuck his head out the door and waved her down the hall. Walking toward him was like going towards a Halloween Fun House. She wanted to, but she was afraid.

When she reached him, he put his arm around her shoulder again. The strain on his face made her breath harder.

"What is it, David?"

"Someone was here, and it wasn't the super. I'm going to let you go in, but I want you to remain calm. You're not alone, okay." His words were meant to soothe, but they didn't come close.

"Is someone dead in there?" Her voice wobbled more than her knees.

"No." He rubbed her shoulder before easing her through the door. The strong smell of chemicals filled her nostrils, like the summer her father sealed their deck and she was instructed to stay off of it for two days. She expelled the air from her lungs forcing the scent away. The first thing she saw was the kitchen on the left. Everything was the way she’d left it that morning. She was a neat freak. She had to be in the small space or chaos would ensue—her camera equipment seemed to multiply every month.

David nudged her forward. She tilted her head to try and make out what was on the walls. The photographs she'd taken from her trip to Togo and Benin last year were askew. There were huge, bold red letters on both living area walls, as if they’d been written in a hurry. The writing was hard to make out even though the words were large and angry. 'YOU BELONG TO ME' was written several times on each wall.

She spun around, counting. That sentence was sprawled on the walls five times. She pressed her palm to her mouth to choke back the noise in her throat. "Is that written in blood?" she croaked.

"No, it's red spray paint. And it's dry which means this happened earlier today."

"Oh, thank, god it’s not blood." She closed her eyes for a moment. The words imprinted on her brain would remain for a long time. Her body went slack. She forced herself to stay upright.

"Do you have any idea who might have done this?" The tall, thin officer asked.

"How about my bedroom? Are those walls marked too?"

"No. It looks like all the damage is right here,” the round officer said “It doesn't look like anything else was touched. Just this personal message." He scribbled on his pad. "Does the building have cameras?"

"Yes, they're in the lobby and one on each floor. The last time this happened whoever it was hid his face from the camera. He knew exactly where the cameras were located," David said.

"The last time?"

"Yes, two months ago someone broke in and left three dozen red roses on the kitchen counter." Olivia pointed towards the kitchen.

"Could this be an old boyfriend?" The round officer asked the questions while the tall, thin one strolled around the apartment as if he was already bored.

"This isn't some lover's spat. I don't have any boyfriends. I've dated a few times and believe me none of those guys had the time, energy or inclination to want to get back with me. Whoever is doing this is some jerk, someone who wants to scare the shit out of me. This person is unbalanced."

The two officers came to stand in front of her. Again the number ten flashed in her head.

The round one point to her. "We'll reach out to the super in the morning to get the video footage. If you've been down this path before, I don't expect the suspect decided to show his face this time, so don't expect much."

"He? You think it's a man?"

The two officers looked at each other. "Stalkers are usually men and women tend to have men stalkers." The tall, thin one sighed. Giving her remedial knowledge must have been a burden.

"Can't you do something?" She spoke louder than she intended.

"We've checked your door. The lock is intact. That means either you didn't lock the door, or your stalker has a key."

"I had the lock changed after those flowers showed up on my counter."

"Who has a key to your place?" The round one started scribbling again.

Olivia rubbed her right temple. Her head was thumping as if someone was inside, trying to get out. "Huh, the super, of course. David has one." She nodded toward her friend. "My assistants have one."

"Your assistants? Could one of them be behind this?"

"No. No." She shook her head, whoever was in it really wanted out, now. "They are my friends. They wouldn't do anything like this. Besides we were together today, doing a photo shoot in Chelsea." She looked from one officer to the other. "How could they even ask me such a ridiculous question?" she asked David.

"Calm down, Olivia," David said. "We'll come up with something."

"Does anyone else have a key?" The round one looked bored now too. He was probably upset to have to deal with something as mundane as a stalker. Maybe he would have been happier if there were a dead body on her living room rug and if the words had been written in blood.

The look on the officer's faces didn't look nearly as optimistic as David sounded.

"Come down to the station in the morning, and we'll fill out a formal complaint. We need to get something on file." The round officer flipped his pad closed and stuffed it into his back pants pocket.

"Don't you want to dust for prints, take some pictures, call in a forensics crew?" Olivia's words rushed out.

David nodded to the officers. It must have been some police code she didn't understand because without saying anything the tall, thin one and the thick round officer walked out of the apartment as if they'd been dismissed. 

"Why aren't they doing something, David? Why did you let them go?"

"Olivia, it doesn't work that way. They're not going to pull the forensics team off of a major job to dust your apartment for fingerprints. Where is your camera?"

She spun around. "I left my bags in the lobby. Do you think—l" she dashed out. 

"Where are you going?"

"I've got to get my camera bag. Supposed someone steals it. I'm still paying for that camera." She ran down the stairs. Her heart beating faster than her feet were moving. This day couldn't get any worse.

Her feet hit the tile floor of the lobby with a smack. Her bag was still in the same place. With a deep breath, she pushed the strap on her dress back on her shoulder and headed back upstairs.

One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Counting calmed her. Tonight she might have to get to eighty before she felt the effect.

David stood on the third-floor landing. "Olivia," he said her name like he was getting ready to give her a lecture. "You have got to slow down. I know this has you rattled, but let's take a moment and think about what our next steps will be."

"Our next steps? David, nobody is invading your life, making you afraid to go into your own home. I've given up my Facebook account, my Twitter account, and my Snap-Chat account because this sickco took them over. I'm afraid to answer my phone. I walk the streets looking over my shoulder. What’s going on here isn’t an 'our' thing, this is a me thing. And I don't know what I'm going to do."

At the entrance to her apartment, she stopped. The place that had always welcomed her was now the last place she wanted to be. "I don't want to go back in there, David."

"What do you want to do?"

She tucked her bottom lip between her teeth. "It was my idea to move to New York. I wanted to prove to my family that I’m grown. I didn't want to be treated like the little sister any longer," she paused. "I can't go back to Philly." She stood up straighter.

"Tell you what. Stay with Eva and me tonight. Together we'll sit down and come up with a plan."

For several moments she said nothing. Her mind was racing through possibilities and alternatives. No matter what happened tonight, she wasn't going to cry. If she wanted everyone to see her as an adult, she had to act like one. "Okay. That's a good idea. Let me go inside and get a few things. I want to take some pictures of my place, too."

"Do you want me to go with you?"

"No. I can do this. I don't have a choice."
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Chapter Three
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Olivia strolled from the window overlooking the street to the renovated kitchen in the apartment that David shared with Eva. The walk wasn’t long enough to erase the anxiety building in her chest so she continued the loop again and again. It’s funny what you notice when you’re not paying attention. The hardwood floors in the living area were darker and thinner-planked than the hardwood floor in the kitchen. Probably another effort of David to save money

Her breathing was almost back to normal if anything in her life would ever be normal again. Knowing someone had been in her place sprawling that message on the walls would be with her for a long time. What would have happened if she'd come home while he was in there? A cold shiver claimed her body.

David's place was two times larger than her one bedroom unit. The modern decor didn't have the homey feel of her place, but the clean lines and geometric patterns were soothing. Everything here was new, and sparkly, and shiny. Above the sofa, there was only one picture—a landscape that could have been taken anywhere at any time. Her place, on the other hand, was furnished with pieces she liked to call vintage instead of second hand. But the pictures that filled her walls were taken during her many trips to Africa, London, Hong Kong and Brazil. And nothing in David's place could match that.

Eva came into the room carrying a cup of tea. Eva had been her friend first. They still laughed about that blind date with David that turned out to be love at first sight. Olivia didn’t believe in falling in love so quickly, but once in blue moon, maybe it did happen. At least that’s what happened for David and Eva.

Eva handed her the cup before sitting beside her. "How you doin' sweetie?"

Olivia accepted the cup and stared into the dark brew. "I don't know. I'm numb. My head has been throbbing since I pushed the key in the lock."

"Let me get you something." Eva pushed up.

"No. Not right now. Maybe later." Olivia patted the sofa. "Please just sit with me for now." Olivia stuck her hand into her coiled hair. She had hair like her mother’s—thick, full and hard to manage. Tugging at her curls soothes her like nothing else could, lately.

"You know you can stay here as long as you want."

"Eva, I know what you're saying, and I thank you for that. I have a mess—my life is a mess right now. I might not know what I'm going to do this minute, but I've got to do something."

David came back into the room. He'd changed out of his wet sweats into another pair that was a shade lighter. He flopped into the chair in front of her. "I'll go with you to the station in the morning, but don't get your expectations up."
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