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      The aftermath of the murder trial last year was far-reaching. Sarah, my former upstairs neighbor, and her former boyfriend Bill ended up in Federal Prison—Sarah, for first-degree manslaughter and Bill as an accessory for killing her roommate, Jane.

      Despite Sarah’s confession in court and subsequent conviction, there was still a contingent of internet die-hards who insisted I was guilty. In a way, they were right. I wasn’t guilty of murder, but I felt guilty about the murders of so many people near to me over the past three years.

      My therapists have said that it was normal for me to feel responsible for the deaths of four people I had known within such a short period. I lie awake at night wondering if my recent past has prevented people I know and love, like Jason, from getting close to me because they fear for their lives.

      Maureen, my present therapist here in Santa Clara, had been working with me to help me to reconcile my role, or lack thereof, in the murders. There were a large and growing number of internet rats dubbing me the Princess of Death, who continued to express a desire to see me in jail, even though the legal system had declared me completely innocent.

      History had a place for people who found themselves in the wrong place at the wrong time. The Salem Witch Trials were a perfect example. The fact was, those convicted witches were just regular people caught in a struggle between two prominent families in Salem: the Porters and the Putnams. When all was said and done, of the two hundred accused of witchcraft, they executed twenty innocent women. It took intervention by law enforcement from Boston for the insanity in Salem to end. Much of the time these days, I was feeling like a modern-day Salem witch.

      When would this insanity end?
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        * * *

      

      The alarm went off at 7:00. I turned on the shower as hot as it would go. The water stayed warm forever, but it was never quite hot enough. I thought about asking the landlady to turn up the water heater, but she had given me such a great deal on the apartment, I hated to bother her with petty requests. I vowed to find the water heater and turn it up myself, but I hadn’t had the nerve to venture down into the basement to find it. This house was the first property with a basement I had lived in since moving to California, so I feared if I ever ventured downstairs, an earthquake would pick that time to rumble through. After some consideration, I decided the water temperature was tolerable.

      I toweled myself dry and looked in the full-length mirror on the wall. My daily running was paying off. A few weeks ago, I could tell I had put on a few pounds, which was understandable with the number of stress factors I had endured over the past year. I had lost my company, which was closed down by the government. I had lost all my assets, also courtesy of the government. I found a job in Santa Clara and relocated from my ocean view ranch in Malibu to a furnished apartment in Santa Clara, usually reserved for students at Santa Clara University.

      Amazingly, I had adjusted remarkably well to those changes. On the other hand, a source of constant frustration was my boss, Jason. When we first met nearly two years ago, he seemed interested in me, but then made it clear that he wasn’t ready for a relationship as he was still recovering from a bad break-up.

      Then last year, in a sweet gesture, he left me a note that he was ready to take the plunge. Since then, he had changed his mind no fewer than five times. We dated once every week or two, and it always seemed to me that we had a good time, then he suddenly became awkward and distant. Then we went out a few weeks later with the same result for days afterward.

      I was getting a complex, so on the advice of Tea, my co- worker, I saved for weeks so that I could go shopping and update my wardrobe. Everything I had been able to salvage when I moved was too formal for work or too conservative. More than ten years my junior, Tea felt like I needed to update my closet if I could get his attention. Or perhaps I could garner some of his co-workers’ attention and make him realize just what he was missing.

      With that in mind, I slipped into my new Victoria’s Secret bra and shimmied into my matching panties. I surveyed myself in the mirror with no complaints. It was risky to wear a mini skirt when it was as likely I’d be standing on a ten-foot ladder in the warehouse as sitting at my computer entering orders. I decided to ask one of the guys for help if I needed something off the top shelf in the warehouse.

      After my first couple of weeks of employment, I had made a strategic error when I started dressing for comfort in sweats and tee-shirts. My recently updated wardrobe represented an upgrade of my original strategy of dressing for success, but with improved clothing options. It felt right as I zipped my newly acquired miniskirt and left my blouse's top two buttons undone.

      Although, after a few days of my new strategy, I wasn’t sure if my newfound popularity with the opposite sex was everything I’d hoped it would be. After all, I was trying to get Jason’s attention, and he was as oblivious as he had ever been.

      Suddenly two new product development engineers found a critical need to show up at my desk at all hours of the day. Rick and Barry couldn’t have more different in their styles or alike in their intentions.

      Rick was the quintessential ladies’ man. He was a mid- forties divorcee with slightly graying hair and a boyish look and charm to go along with it. Knowing that women found him attractive was his most annoying quality. He lacked that slightest amount of humility. He was also too much of a man’s man to be appealing, to me at least. He gave me the impression that he’d much rather go to a dive bar with a couple of guys after work with the intent of ogling women all evening than ever date one. Barry, on the other hand, was a woman’s best friend.

      ‘Friend’ being the operative word. He would bend over backward to do women favors, which made my skin crawl. He offered to move my car into a shadier parking spot once the sun had crossed the sky. He begged to grab my lunch from the fridge and deliver it to me. He would almost break his leg to get in front of me so that he could open the door. He was more of a puppy dog than most four-legged ones. But worse than that, his habit of calling me ‘Miss M’ made me want to crawl into a hole and never come out, like nails on a chalkboard.

      Another noticeable change for me, with several construction projects going on outside and adjacent to the employee parking lot, was an occasional whistle from several workers on my way in or out. I chose to ignore them. They didn’t need to know I always appreciated the compliment.

      About a week into my new dress code, I got an idea. I would arrange a follow-up meeting with Bob and Jason regarding my system recommendations. Nearly a year ago, I had suggested some computer network and software upgrades, which I promised would save the company hundreds of thousands per year. As Jason had warned would happen, I had received only platitudes from Bob. After all this time, his pessimism about getting Bob to take any real action seemed justified.

      After my usual morning gossip with Tea on Monday, I slipped out of the customer service suite and headed to the main offices. I was hopeful that Jason was at his desk. As usual, computer printouts littered his desk. I often wondered if he really gleaned any information from those reports or was just trying to look busy for Bob, but I never let on.

      Evidenced by the fact that he nearly jumped out of his skin, I startled him when I entered. “Hi, boss! Good weekend?”

      He noticeably blushed, either because I startled him or because he noticed that I wasn’t wearing my typical sweats and an ‘I Heart Venice Beach’ tee-shirt. I held his glance noticeably longer than usual, so I figured my wardrobe change was a hit. He stammered just a touch, “Miranda, h-how nice to see you. Long time no see. Well, you know what I mean.”

      I smiled. “Sure, I do.” I paused for effect. “Hey, want to get back together with Bob to do a follow-up on my presentation? I’ve never heard anything back from him. I honestly thought I had him convinced.”

      He glanced at the calendar on his desk. He seemed a little disappointed that I was here on business, or perhaps that was wishful thinking. “How about Thursday at two?” he responded looking more at me than at his calendar.

      I’d left my cell phone in my cubicle. Even though I knew I had nothing on my calendar, I didn’t want to seem unimportant. “Let me check my calendar,” I said with a slight smirk.

      His perplexed look told me he didn’t know if I was kidding or not. “Okay, Miranda, let me know.” I got up from the chair in front of his desk and started toward the door.

      Before I could reach the door, he softened his tone, “Miranda?”

      I paused and turned around, hopeful and anticipating, but let down again.

      He spoke in a lower voice so that no one outside his office could hear. “Have you noticed anything strange about Rick lately? He seems different.”

      I almost asked, ‘How should I know?’ but he and I were already in a weird place, so I did everything I could do not to sound sarcastic. “Gosh, Jason, I don’t know. He seems fine to me. In fact, better than fine as far as I can tell.” I winked and headed back to my workspace. I wasn’t sure I had accomplished anything, but if he was jealous of him, that should have kicked it up a notch.

      When I returned to my desk, I sat, wondering if I should give up on Jason. There was no question he had issues. Sure, I had problems of my own, but I had learned through years of therapy not to chase a lost cause.

      Tea had been pretty quiet so far today, and I had learned to leave her alone when she got like that or risk some snippy comment and no talking for a day or two. I had a feeling there was trouble in paradise with Mike, but she wasn’t sharing. I had finally met him when her car broke down a few weeks ago, and he came to pick her up. One thing I immediately picked up on was that he was a major flirt. I wasn’t old enough to be his mother, but I was old enough to think of him as a child. But I could see the hurt in Tea’s eyes when he joked around with me, so I was cautious not to give him any mixed signals.

      She had been cordial since then, but it felt like there was an underlying issue. Part of me wanted to address it, and part of me thought it might blow over.

      So, I was surprised when she strolled over to my desk and said, “Miranda, can I talk to you for a minute?”

      I smiled and turned from my screen to give her my full attention. “Sure, sweetheart, what’s up?”

      She inhaled like it was her last breath. “Um, something’s been bothering me the last couple of weeks. You know when Mike picked me up from work?”

      I would be happy to have this conversation behind us. “Uh- huh,” I said casually.

      She seemed to search for the words. “You didn’t like him or anything, right?”

      I bit my lip. “Well, sure, I liked him. He seemed like a nice guy.” I was pretty sure that wouldn’t satisfy her, but I had to admit I was playing her a little.

      She insisted, “No, I mean, were you attracted to him? After you two met, he couldn’t talk about anything but you for days: how smart you are, how pretty you are, how funny you are. You know I think you are amazing, right? But this was over the top.” I sensed there were underlying issues in their relationship far more significant than this.

      I decided it would be unkind to torture her any further. I put my hand on her arm. “Believe me, Tea, you have nothing to worry about. He was a bit of a flirt, but I was just playing along to be nice. Sorry if that got misinterpreted. He was like a wise kid who sits in the back of the class, and I was the substitute teacher. It was all harmless banter.”

      She still looked worried. “I’m not sure that was how Mike took it. He was taken with you.”

      I took her hand. “Tea, it was nothing. Do you want me to talk to him?”

      She took a step back. “No! That would only make it worse.”

      I thought for a minute, considering what I would do in her circumstances. “Have you talked to Mike about it?”

      She bit her lip. “No. He’d just tell me that my imagination is running away with me like he always does.”

      I didn’t know what to do, and she was getting more worked up by the second. I had to ask because this seemed an over-the- top reaction based solely on our interaction. “Is everything okay between you two?”

      She half nodded and then burst into tears. I held her, and she buried her face in my shoulder. When she stopped sobbing, she spoke in broken sentences sniffling in between words.

      “I … think … he’s … cheating … on … me!” I didn’t know how to respond, so I held her until she could speak without gasping for air. “He’s been acting strangely for a while now. I can’t put my finger on it. He’s vague about where he’s been. He’s on his phone at all hours of the day and night and gets angry when I ask him what he’s doing.”

      I didn’t know him at all and didn’t want to meddle. It sounded like Tea could be right. I didn’t have the best track record in managing my own relationships, but I couldn’t resist trying to help her.

      “I think the best thing to do is to sit down and talk to him. Tell him what you’re feeling and let him explain what is going on with him. Men are strange animals. They hide their feelings. They can be ashamed to admit when they need help. So before you jump to any conclusions, give him a chance. Then if he either admits that he’s cheating or is evasive, you’ll know that you did everything you could.”

      She smiled weakly. “I know you’re right, Miranda. I’ve just been so afraid that he wouldn’t give me the answer I wanted, I’ve avoided it completely, which makes me more miserable. I’ll talk to him tonight.”

      I wasn’t a therapist, but I had had enough sessions in my lifetime to know what advice they would probably give, and I thought I nailed it. She went back to her desk and looked more hopeful than she had in a while. I prayed to God for her sake that he wasn’t cheating, but, either way, it was always better to know the truth.
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      I lived close enough to work that I could walk home. I had done it a couple of times in the year I had worked here. As long as I had lived in California, I didn’t take for granted the gorgeous weather we had much of the year. I had always loved early Spring and late Fall growing up in New Orleans, so Northern California's cooler temperatures suited me fine.

      I kept a pair of ASICS running shoes at work for when I felt like getting some exercise. I didn’t care how I looked with my sneakers and miniskirt. The weather was perfect, so I decided I was walking.

      After nearly an hour of dodging oncoming cars and ignoring gestures of all kinds, I made it home. Lost in my thoughts, I hadn’t noticed someone sitting on my front steps until I was a few houses up from mine. Before it registered who it was, she had already jumped up and started running toward me.

      Even before she reached me, I knew it was Patricia by her perfect facial features, jet black hair, and alabaster skin. She was my only remaining FEAST (First Extreme All-Girl Sports Team) teammate. Tara and Annika had died at the hands of others, but I still felt responsible. While she and I had butted heads as teammates, we bonded in Switzerland during the murder trial of her baby’s biological father. He was convicted and now in prison for the foreseeable future.

      Her original plan to move in with me in Malibu was short- lived when the government shut down my internet-based company. The idea of relocating her infant son, Nate, to Northern California while trying to figure out my next move had been too much for her. So she moved back in with her parents in Colorado. I hadn’t seen her since I left Malibu. I returned the enthusiastic hug she gave me even though she nearly knocked me off my feet.

      Then I held her at arm’s length. “Well, look at you! Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes? What are you doing here?” After giving birth less than a year ago, she was back to her pre-baby model weight.

      We walked arm in arm back to the porch. I unlocked the door, and we went in together. I said, “Let’s sit down and talk! It’s been how long now?”

      She smirked. “Tell me you don’t know the date you left your other world behind! It’s been almost a year, but it seems like at least a decade.”

      Her shoulder-length black hair fell in front of her jet-black eyes the way it always did when she got animated, which had been more and more the longer I knew her. She used to be reserved and moody, but motherhood agreed with her. She flipped her hair back without missing a beat. Then she put her hands on her hips and mock-scolded me. “Hey, I thought you told me you were going to keep in touch. You could text me once in a while. There’s also this new thing I’m trying called Facebook. You should sign up. We could communicate that way.”

      I wasn’t too enthusiastic about being even more tied to my computer or my phone. “Oh, I don’t know. I’m still not over that MySpace disaster.” I changed the subject. “So, you haven’t told me what you’re doing here.” I hit her on the arm.

      She laughed and flipped her hair again. She had a devilish look on her face and looked like she was going to burst. “We’re moving here!”

      I looked at her like she was from Venus, Mars, or another planet. “What? No way!”

      Her expression turned sheepish. “Um, don’t get mad, but I was hoping I could stay with you until I got settled. I’m not bringing Nate out until I get a place to live. My parents are the ultimate grandparents and, I swear they would take him full time if I’d let them.”

      I dragged her to the couch. “Okay, now tell me everything. Why are you moving here? Did you get a job here? Did you get run out of town?” I giggled at the last one, knowing that it wasn’t likely since her parents were pillars of the Denver community.

      She sat, facing me on the couch. “Okay, here’s the story. It was fine for a while with my parents and Nate. He adores them, and they adore him, so it has been a good situation for all of us, for the most part. But they say you can’t go back, and I guess it’s true. I had grown in ways I didn’t realize until I moved home and realized I had so much more to give to the world. And my parents, God love them, can’t figure out how to stop parenting me.” She grimaced like a cockroach had just crawled over her hand.

      I knew just what she meant. I’d had years of dysfunction with my mom that we had only recently resolved. “I completely agree,” I said, nodding my head.

      She sat on the edge of the couch. “So, anyway, I started applying for jobs all over the place. Granted, I might have exaggerated my experience, especially where working for you was concerned, but I figured you’d back me up if I needed you to.”

      I shook my head. “You are so darned modest! You did a great job after Heather left town. You were a natural.”

      Patricia smiled. It was so good to see her smiling again. I felt so bad when my company folded, and I had to relocate quickly, leaving her up in the air. She continued. “Anyway, I applied for a job at Karma Electronics. They were a start-up a few years ago, and now are giving Apple a run for its money. It was all about developing relationships with community businesses, and I thought I could handle it and that it might even be fun. I figured it was a long shot, but I interviewed last week, and they called yesterday and offered me the job!”

      I jumped up in excitement. “Get out! I’m so excited! The dynamic duo is back. So have you figured out where you’re going to live yet?”

      She bit her lip. “Well, I kind of used your address on my resume so they would think I was local. So technically, I live here.”

      I reassured her. “You are always welcome here as long as you need to stay, but let’s face it, it’s probably too small for two in the long run. But I have a great idea. The apartment upstairs is vacant, and the landlord’s been having trouble renting it. I guess the fact that the college student who lived there was killed by her roommate could have something to do with that.”

      She suddenly looked consumed by guilt. “I know. I watched it all on T.V. I’m sorry I didn’t come to your rescue when the internet turned on you. I felt horrible. I just wasn’t in a good place at that point. I knew I had to get out of there, but I had no idea how or when I could make that work.”

      I didn’t like to think about my notoriety as the Princess of Death, but it ended okay. “It wasn’t your responsibility to come up and take care of me. It wasn’t as bad as, I’m sure, the press made it seem. They are not my friend.”

      She shook her head. “They clearly don’t have a clue who you are. I used to get so angry; I wanted to jump inside my laptop and take some of them down. People who live their life online need to get real.” Her fiery and intense side had revealed itself during the week she and I spent in Switzerland. It suited her well.

      I was so sick of talking about my last year; I wanted to change the subject. “So, Patricia, I really think you should talk to the landlord about the upstairs apartment. She’s tired of renting to students, so you would be perfect.”

      I thought she would be thrilled, but she immediately got more serious. “Can I be totally frank with you, Miranda?” We sat knee to knee on the couch, and her eyes were burning through me.

      I nodded. “Always.”

      She continued. “There’s one thing about my move I didn’t mention earlier. Things weren’t all peaches and cream in Denver before I left.” She hesitated, like part of her wanted to tell me, and part of her didn’t. “I was being stalked by some crazy guy.”

      I grabbed her hand, “What? Who? How do you know?”

      She snickered sarcastically. “Oh, believe me, I knew. There was no mistaking this.” She took a deep breath. “I met him one evening when I was jogging. I took a break in a park, catching my breath and stretching before running the second half. He was sitting on a bench nearby and started up a conversation with me. I was lonely, living at home with my parents, and he was really charming and kind of sweet. In retrospect, I probably paid too much attention to him.”

      After we talked for a while, he asked if I wanted to get a drink. There was a bar across the street, and I didn’t see any harm. We talked for a couple of hours. I had texted my parents, so they didn’t worry about where I was. Toward the end, his questions started getting kind of personal, about where I lived, other relationships that I had had, and stuff like that. He was nice enough, but I wasn’t ready to share that information.

      “He was putting the shots of whiskey away, but I only had one glass of wine. When he ordered one more, I saw that as an opportunity to make a break for it. But when I told him I had to  go, he started getting belligerent and angry. I tried to calmly explain that I had to go, then our waitress picked up on my predicament and tried to intervene. That was all it took for him to get downright nasty.”

      I could feel her anguish. “That must have been horrible!”

      She frowned deeply. “Oh, it gets worse. The waitress called the police, and when they got there, he refused to leave. They practically had to carry him out, and they arrested him on a bunch of drummed up charges. Okay, the guy was drunk, so make sure he gets home and call it a night. But no, they charged him with being drunk and disorderly, a public nuisance, resisting arrest, and I don’t know what else.”

      Her face turned pale, reliving what clearly was a nightmare. She continued in a low and slow cadence like she was giving her statement to the police. “I nearly forgot about the guy after a few days. Then, one night, maybe a week after the whole thing happened, I got home to find red paint on my parent’s front door with a heart painted on it with the word ‘DIE’ inside the heart.”

      I was horrified. “Oh, my God! What did you do?”

      She continued, staring past me. “My dad painted over it, and I just tried to forget about it. I convinced myself it was some random kids being kids. But then a couple of days later, he did the same thing, only worse. Much worse.” She choked on her words. “I’m embarrassed even to tell you what he wrote, but it was ugly—horrible. So finally, I decided I had to call the police. They took my statement but, without proof that it was him, let me know it wasn’t likely anything could or would be done. They said that I should just go on with my life.” She looked me in the eye. “How can I just go on with my life?”

      I couldn’t relate from my own experience, but I’d handled many similar circumstances when I was a cop.

      She closed her eyes briefly, willing herself to finish the story. “Well, a couple of days later, I went downstairs to get in my car to drive to work. Somebody had spray painted threats and obscenities all over it. You could barely recognize it. On the sidewalk next to the car was a red spray-painted heart with ‘SOON’ inside.”

      She continued, “I called the police again, and they took another statement. This time, the damage was so extensive, they couldn’t ignore it, so they arrested him.”

      I felt some encouragement. “Oh, so that’s good.”

      She shook her head. “Within a short time, they released him for lack of evidence.”

      Tears ran down her cheeks, and I grabbed a box of tissues and handed it to her. She seemed determined to get everything out. “That was when I decided to get a new start out here. I haven’t been able to eat or sleep for weeks. My parents have been super supportive, but there’s nothing they can do either.”

      I did everything in my power to be a positive force. I hadn’t realized I’d been hunched over, leaning toward her as if afraid to miss a word. I straightened up, slapped my hands on my thighs, and said, “Well, this is your lucky day. I’m here, and I won’t let anything bad happen to you. You can stay here as long as you want. And when you’re ready, you can find a place of your own, whether it’s upstairs or somewhere else nearby.”

      She hugged me. “Thanks, Miranda. I knew you would know just what to say. Thank you so much!”

      I was embarrassed by her praise, so I directed it back to her. “You’re the strongest person I know. Don’t you ever forget that. With all this on top of Larry’s conviction, I’d be a basket case if I were you.” Larry was the father of her child.

      She smiled through her tears. “I feel like everything is going to be okay now that I’m here.”

      I forced a smile. “I’ll make sure it is,” knowing I was probably as powerless as anyone in Denver had been.
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      We talked until at least midnight when she finally fell asleep on the couch. Knowing the trauma that she had been through, I wanted to make sure she was asleep before I went to bed. When the alarm went off at 6:30, it took two cups of coffee before I even started to wake up.

      She stirred several times but didn’t wake up before I left at 7:30. Since I walked home last night, I had to take the motorcycle and now had two vehicles at work. That was poor planning on my part, but I hadn’t expected a surprise visit from Patricia, which was worth the inconvenience.

      I had tons of work backed-up and hoped that arriving a half- hour before my official start time would give me a jump on it. But due to system issues and the fact that my computer was continually rebooting itself, I only got four orders of the twenty I had on my desk processed. I decided to compose an email to Bob and Jason regarding my continued frustration with the system. I figured that I had nothing to lose by asking for a response to the proposal I had made months ago.

      While I assumed the answer was ‘No’ since they hadn’t responded, I wasn’t giving up. In the middle of completing the email, Tea arrived, her typical five minutes late. She pushed everything in her life to the limit. When I jokingly mentioned that, she just glared. I guessed this wasn’t one of her good days. She continued through my area to the break room to make coffee without comment. Ten minutes later, she emerged with a half-empty cup of coffee and an apologetic smile on her face. Our cubicles were close enough to one another so we could speak, but we rarely did unless we physically approached the other’s workspace. That was our unwritten rule about creating personal space.

      However, this morning, she broke it. “Sorry, Miranda. I didn’t sleep so well last night.”

      She didn’t know the half of it, but I wasn’t going to bring Patricia’s issues into the office. So, I replied, “That’s fine, Tea. I’m a little tired today too.” I thought she might ask why, and I didn’t have a good answer, so I was happy she didn’t pursue it. I really liked Tea but having Patricia around even for a short time made it evident to me how much more work it was to maintain my friendship with Tea.

      Due to my computer issues, I had to work until seven to get caught up. I suddenly felt guilty for leaving Patricia alone in the apartment all day, so I texted her just before leaving. “On my way home.”

      She responded. “Okay.”

      I wasn’t sure if she was an emoticon user and purposely omitted a smiley face when she responded or if she had relished her alone-time. Either way, I hadn’t followed up with her once today. I felt like a horrible friend. I guess sometimes I was, but hopefully not all the time. My therapist had told me to work on not centering solely on myself after two people from my past, on the same day, had blamed me for ruining their lives. I’d have to think about that later.

      I decided to ride my motorcycle home, and maybe walk back to get the car. Otherwise, I was stuck with two vehicles at work indefinitely. Maybe Patricia would ride back to work with me on the back of the bike and then drive my car home. It would probably depend on how abandoned she had felt by me being so absorbed with work all day.

      I was relieved when I got home and found Patricia relaxing on one of the lounge chairs on the front porch. She jumped up to meet me when I pulled up. She seemed to be feeling better and bursting with news. “Guess what!”

      I was so glad she wasn’t mad at me. “Um, you met the man of your dreams?”

      She put her finger on her chin. “Well, in a way. I met your landlady today.”

      I chuckled. “Okay, now that’s really a stretch since she’s a woman!”

      She grinned. “Perhaps I should say, ‘Our landlady’! I’m going to be your upstairs neighbor! You were so right. The opportunity to rent the apartment to a non-student was too much for her to resist. She didn’t even care if I hadn’t started my job yet and had no pay stubs.”

      My mouth gaped open in stunned amazement. “So, when do you move in?”

      She reached into her pocket and pulled out a key. “I’m moved in. I thought I’d do the neighborly thing and let you know before you found out some other way, like from the landlady.”

      We hugged. “I’m so happy. I can’t believe it. I’ve been feeling really lonely here since all the excitement with the murder trial ended, and now my bestie is right upstairs.”

      I was surprised when Patricia’s mouth dropped; she let go of me and ran inside my apartment. I followed her in, asking, “What was that?”

      Patricia was white and shaking. “It was him. I’m sure it was him.”

      I asked, “What was him? Who?”

      She paced around like a caged tiger. “Him, that James guy from Denver! Somehow, he followed me here. How can I ever get away?”

      I looked through the screen door to the street. “Are you sure it was him?”

      She was indignant. “Miranda, I see this guy every day and every night in my nightmares! I know what he looks like.”

      I was still skeptical. “Did you see him in a vehicle?”

      She was getting frustrated. “Yes, he was in a vehicle! Do you think he’s just going to stroll down the street and say ‘Hi.’?”

      I hesitated, seeing that she was getting aggravated, and I wanted to be supportive. “Do you know what kind of vehicle he owns?”

      She stopped pacing and stood stone still and spoke quietly. “No, Miranda, I don’t. It was probably a rental. I just know he’s here. And now he knows where I live. Where we live, and now he’s seen me with you, so he knows that I know someone here in Santa Clara, and where we both live. I’ve ruined everything!” She buried her face in her hands and sobbed.

      I had to get this under control quickly before Patricia had a meltdown. “Okay, let’s assume for a minute that it was him.” She glared at me. “I’m not saying it wasn’t, but we don’t know that for sure. So let’s say it was him. So far, he has a pattern of spray-painting things to scare you. If he’s here, he will probably do the same thing.”

      She looked like she was going to throw up. “Or he’ll be furious that I tried to escape him, and he’ll carry out his threats.” I thought for a minute. “Well, you have your own apartment, but I think you should stay here for a while. I honestly think this guy is a lot of hot air and just wants to scare you. If he really wanted to hurt you, he probably would have already.”

      She looked at me like I was crazy. “So you’re trying to tell me that every crazy in the world that torments and intimidates someone never carries out their threats? I’ve read plenty of police accounts of cases like this since this all happened. They often carry out their threats! They just need to get angry or frustrated enough. That’s when it goes from being a game to something more serious. And that’s when people get hurt. Or killed.”

      I couldn’t argue with the facts. No-one knew them better than I did. When I was on the force, I had worked very closely with several criminals with a similar M.O. None of those situations had happy endings. On top of everything else, the odds were that this perp suffered from emotional or mental illness, which made the situation even more complicated.

      Finally, I said contritely, “Okay, I’ve been trying to paint it with rose-colored glasses. I don’t want to believe that you are really in danger. And now that you’re here, I don’t want you to keep running. We will deal with this together.”

      She smiled, but I could tell she was still frustrated. “I appreciate that Miranda, but I don’t want to put you in danger. This guy is my problem.”

      I punched her on the arm affectionately. “Now you stop that crazy talk. I won’t have it. I would never leave you to deal with this alone. You remember in Thun when I said we’d be friends forever?”

      She nodded.

      I directed her to the couch and sat next to her. “You will stay here until we know it’s safe for you to be alone. That’s non- negotiable. Now, you have this guy’s name and everything, right?”

      She reached into her pocket. “Yes, I have it right here. If he ever gets me, I want the evidence on my person. It’s James Rich. I’ll text it to you, so you have it on your phone.”

      I stood up. “Let’s go to the police station so we can put them on alert. Unfortunately, I left my car at work, so I only have my motorcycle. Are you good with that?”

      She laughed. “I thought you’d never ask.”
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      I knew it was unlikely that the police would do anything since the perp hadn’t broken any laws in their jurisdiction. Still, it could give the police a head start if he continued threatening Patricia here in California.

      I had become familiar with Detective Wanda Marshall, a tough but compassionate black woman, probably mid-forties with straight black hair and a face with plenty of miles on it. While we weren’t exactly friends, we had developed a mutual respect during my last run-in with the law.

      Coincidentally, she was just coming into the building as we were. “Marquette?” She had a way with words. “I thought that was you. What brings you back to our humble station?”

      Actually, it was one of the most beautiful, state of the art police stations I had ever visited, but if she thought it was humble, who was I to argue?

      “Detective Marshall, this is my friend Patricia. She wants to report a potential nuisance.”

      She motioned us to follow her. “I was just gonna do some paperwork, but that can always wait.”

      She walked us to a familiar-looking interrogation room. Instinctively, I sat with my back to the two-way mirror and motioned Patricia to sit next to me. The detective faced the mirror, perhaps knowing from experience that I preferred my back to the two-way. She smiled and attempted to engage Patricia as opposed to getting my version of the story. “And your full name is?”

      She smiled and shook the detective’s hand. “My name is Patricia Ann White. I’m new in town. I guess you could say it didn’t take me long to find trouble.”

      The detective laughed. “Well, if you’re a friend of this one, I’m not surprised. She was somewhat of a celebrity around here for several months and not in a good way. We’re hoping things have calmed down a bit now, so don’t tell me anything that will increase my stress level.”

      She winked. Clearly, she enjoyed her job, which was something to be envied in this day and age.

      Patricia spent the next half hour filling the detective in on the man who stalked her. As it turned out, per the detective’s database, his name was John Blake. James Rich was an alias he had used in several states. There were no open warrants for his arrest, but he had a rap sheet a mile long. Coincidentally, Colorado and California were two of the three states he had committed crimes in. Hawaii was the third.

      As Patricia and the detective talked, I wondered if she had really seen him on the road passing my apartment or if it was her imagination. I tried to imagine a scenario where he could have figured out this quickly that she was here. I couldn’t come up with an explanation without some expensive navigational tracking equipment, and that seemed unlikely.

      As I had predicted, there wasn’t much the detective could do other than taking down the information. When we left the station, Patricia seemed calmer and more grounded, sharing her story with the detective. As an ex-cop, I figured it was a futile exercise, but I didn’t let on to Patricia.

      We rode back to the house in silence. When we got there, I asked, “Do you want to stay with me tonight until you feel more comfortable?” I wanted to offer my place but also respect her privacy, and I thought she might relish her first night in a new apartment.

      She waved me off. “I’m feeling a lot better. Honestly, now that I went through all of the detective’s questioning, I’m not completely sure I saw him. So, I’m going with that until I find out otherwise, which hopefully is never.” She walked to the door and exited without looking back, with a wave behind her back.

      I was happy she was at least willing to try her new place. I knew it was essential for her recovery from the trauma of being stalked and threatened.
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      I woke up exhausted in the morning, having tossed and turned all night, dreaming about Patricia’s stalker. I hoped that she slept like a baby after everything she had endured the past few weeks. I downed two mugs of coffee before leaving for work at 7:30.

      I was happy to have a few minutes in my space before Tea came in. The orders were arriving fast and furious, and I was barely keeping my head above water. With Patricia moving in upstairs, I wanted to spend some time with her and not every waking hour at work.

      I was disappointed and disillusioned when Jason let me know he hadn’t been able to get an appointment with Bob to follow up on my system proposal. It appeared that neither of them had taken me seriously. Sure, Jason had warned me that Bob would reject it, but I doubted Bob would dismiss the idea out of hand.

      Luckily, I had developed some of my own workarounds for their antiquated systems, but I still hated being thought of as just another pretty face.

      I sat feeling sorry for myself until Tea came in. I immediately knew something was wrong. First, she had a scarf around her head, which made her look like a fifty-year-old motel housekeeper. Second, she didn’t go to the break room for coffee; she just signed onto her computer and stared straight at the screen.

      Eventually, she removed the scarf and ran to the ladies’ room. When she returned, she was significantly more made-up than usual. I had a bad feeling, but I didn’t want to be too intrusive. I tried to sound casual. “Hey, Tea, are you okay?”

      She mumbled something, then burst into tears. “I’m fine.” She managed to say between sobs.

      Well, I knew she wasn’t okay, but I didn’t want to call her a liar. So I asked, “Did you and Mike have a fight?”

      She stood fast. “No.” She stared at her computer screen. I said, “Well, if you want to talk, I’m here.”

      It took her thirty seconds to come clean. She slinked over to my workstation. “Mike was drinking last night, and I said some things that made him mad. At first, he screamed at me like he had before when he’s been drinking, so I didn’t really think much of it. Then he started taunting and toying with me. He started pushing me around. I told him to stop, but the more I resisted, the more serious he got. I’d never seen him like this, and I was terrified and tried to push him away. Then he got furious and started pummeling me, first on the arms, then in the stomach and finally on my head.” Her voice was without emotion and matter of fact. Tears were still running down her cheeks.
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