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      Hannah closed her eyes, and again, they haunted her. Body parts of pale flesh like the arms and legs of plastic dolls torn carelessly from the sockets. Drifting. Suspended.

      She hadn’t meant for it to happen.

      The excuses, fear, and the knowledge that she had done it. Really. She had let it happen, so wasn’t she just as culpable as he was? If she had said something sooner, opened her eyes to it, then maybe…

      The signs had been there, hadn’t they? Of course, they had. The strange noises. The hours he kept, all while she looked on, peering from behind blinds or curtains.

      And lusting. Lusting after him.

      It sickened her, that most of all, that she had wanted him.

      The day had started the same as any other in Hannah’s house. Empty yet filled with the scents of coffee, the gentle tapping of her laptop’s keys as she typed an article for a client, the unerring need to be around someone clinging to the insides of her ribs.

      At quarter to nine in the morning, his car pulled into the driveway next door.

      Hannah’s kitchen chair creaked as she rose and moved to the curtains separating her from the outside world.

      She twitched them aside, and there he was.

      George Lewis. Painfully handsome with wavy blond hair, wearing a tight-fitting black and white T-shirt that clung to his muscles. His icy blue eyes shifted back and forth, and she ducked back, just in case. He might see the flutter of the curtains, but so what?

      George was always too busy to care. He had a life full of business and pleasure, and women.

      A second slam of a door came, and Hannah couldn’t help herself. She peeked again.

      He was on the passenger side of the Audi, now, his arm extended. His hand was closed around another woman’s, and Hannah’s throat tightened up. She swallowed and shook her head at herself.

      “This is stupid,” she whispered. “Of course, he’s with someone else. What does that matter?” But the convincing didn’t push away the bitterness on her tongue. It slipped backward down her throat and invaded her chest.

      George looped his arm around the waist of the woman and drew her close. She was pale as snow, her hair dark and curling downward toward her shoulders, her lips redder than wine, her lids drooping. She grasped George’s thick neck and kissed him.

      Heat flooded through Hannah’s middle and traveled lower, lower. Her fingertips grew white on the curtain’s edges. Not again. I have to stop doing this.

      The kiss lasted long. He pressed her up against the side of the car. She lifted her leg and rubbed herself against him like a bitch in heat.

      At a quarter to nine! A quarter to nine in the damn morning. Didn’t they have any shame?

      The woman, one of many, sighed, and George leaned in and whispered something into her ear. Together, they walked along the path that led toward George’s side gate. They entered his house and the door shut.

      There was nothing more to see, but Hannah lingered. “You have to stop,” she said.

      She wasn’t sure whether she was talking to herself or to him, but her crush had gone on long enough.

      

      Hannah sat up in the dark, sweating, her hair clinging to her forehead. She was lost for a second, searching for what it was that had woken her.

      A noise? A bad dream?

      The red digits on her alarm clock blinked 2:30 at her. In the morning. Christ, she would be exhausted tomorrow. She had about twenty articles to get done, how was she supposed to—

      A feral shriek rose on the air, followed by a dull clattering and a thump, and Hannah froze. Coldness trickled down her spine.

      It wasn’t the first time she’d heard that noise, and she doubted it would be the last, but it still creeped her out every time. She’d long since dismissed it as the noise of cats fighting or screwing somewhere in the neighborhood, usually in George’s back yard.

      But this was different.

      It had sounded…

      Human.

      “Don’t be stupid,” she whispered.

      But Hannah slipped out of bed, regardless. She tiptoed to the window and drew back the curtains. She was on the second floor, and the neighbor’s yard, George’s place, was laid out before her. The back porch light was on.

      It was silent out there, now. No movement.

      Hannah let out a breath. “See? Fine. There’s nothing there. Just bad dreams and cats and—”

      The back door opened. George emerged, carrying a blue refuse bag in one hand. He was shirtless, his muscles glistening with sweat, his hair stringy and hanging in his eyes. He set off across the yard with purpose, heading toward the shed.

      Hannah hadn’t exactly made a habit of spying on him, but she had noticed that on his Saturdays and Sundays, he spent a lot of time gardening, a lot of time dipping in and out of that old wooden shed.

      She chewed on her bottom lip. This is stupid. It’s not my business.

      But she didn’t move.

      George made five trips in total. He disappeared for ten minutes then came back, each time with another bag, carting it from the house to the shed, returning without it. After the fifth trip, he shut the door and the porch lights went out. A car engine started. The lights of his Audi reversed out of the driveway.

      “Now, where could he be going?” she whispered, but the question was irrelevant.

      Hannah couldn’t shake the feeling that what she’d witnessed was wrong, and on such a deep level that her skin crawled. Bags. The middle of the night. What was he doing in that shed? It wasn’t like he’d taken up indoor horticulture overnight.

      You don’t know that. He’s just an insomniac.

      But the doubts weren’t enough to keep her from climbing over George’s fence—the high one he’d installed a month after he’d moved in. Nor did it prevent her from creeping along the perimeter, away from the house and toward the back.

      Hannah’s feet whispered through the grass, the blood rising and thudding in her ears. The shed’s door was locked tight, a heavy silver padlock restricting access. The hinges were rusted, though, and the gaps between them and the shed’s splintering wall were wide enough to peek through. Her specialty. Peering and peeking and noticing.

      Hannah swallowed, glancing back up at the house. The car was gone. The porch light was still on, but everything was locked up, and the upstairs windows were dark. He wasn’t home, and he probably wouldn’t be for a while.

      The cry of a Hermit Thrush warbled in the night, and Hannah jumped then shook her head at herself. She removed her cell phone from the pocket of her robe and switched on its flashlight. It was stupid. Likely, all she’d find inside the shed were rakes and shovels and a few refuse bags. She directed the beam through the crack.

      It took a moment for her brain to register what her eyes had sent back to it.

      Floating pieces of a woman. Tanks filled with liquid—cloudy, yellow scum gathering at the top. A head. An arm. Fingers. Torn clothing draped over a table, next to them, a hack saw, a hammer, a knife. A white T-shirt, spattered with droplets of blood.

      Hannah’s scream reached the stars. She didn’t stop until the police had arrived, summoned by the people across the street.
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      My eyelids snapped open and I forced myself upright, palms sweating, hair slick, and the back of my neck sticky. Again.

      But it hadn’t been a dream that had woken me this time. The shrill beep-beep-beep of a truck somewhere in the neighborhood pierced the quiet, and I swore under my breath. I grabbed my phone, switched it on, and checked the time. 7 a.m.

      God, I didn’t have to wake up for another half hour, but what was the difference? Now that I was up, I wouldn’t be able to roll over again, not even if that cursed beeping stopped. The sleeping pills had worn off and taking more, sleeping through the mornings, was a habit I had to break.

      According to my therapist.

      I scooted my feet out of bed and into my slippers then sifted through the pill bottles on my bedside table, muttering as one of the empties dropped, bounced, and rolled under the bed. I took a Paxil with water and waited for the shaking to stop.

      The pills didn’t work instantly, of course, but the trembling always stopped about five minutes after I’d taken one. Again, according to my therapist, this was the placebo effect.

      The incessant beeping from outside drew me to the window. My fingers reached for the curtain, and I froze, staring at them.

      A flash of that night came back to me.

      “Stop,” I whispered. “Please stop.”

      But the thoughts and images raged through my head, taking up the space I’d reserved for me. For Hannah time—therapist’s phrase again.

      First, the floating pieces of his victims. Then, his face, smiling in a picture on the front of the newspaper. A video came next, him claiming he would get out, he would make me pay for what I had done. After that, the headlines asking how I could have kept quiet for so long.

      Next-door neighbor didn’t know he was a serial killer…. Or did she?

      Next-door neighbor, Hannah Miller, claims she had no idea, but friends say Hannah and George were an item.

      Was Hannah Miller obsessed with Smiling George?

      “Stop.”

      And then they were gone. I caught my breath. I parted the curtains and looked out at the street below. A view, not of a back garden, but of the neighborhood, friendly and warm, and far away from the house I’d lived in years ago.

      A moving van was parked in front of my neighbor’s house—the same one that the agent had told me would stay empty because it was a fixer-upper that should’ve been condemned. Not that my house was a lot better. It needed work too, but having the eaves fixed, the porch repaired, all of that would involve hiring someone to come here and do it.

      Someone in my space. Not happening.

      A sleek black SUV had been parked in front of the van. The door opened, and a man emerged. Blond, tanned and muscly, blue eyes.

      I lost my breath. Blinked and swallowed.

      The man’s appearance morphed from blond hair to brunette, from blue eyes to a rich brown. He had a mole on his wide jaw, and he called merrily out to the movers, gesturing toward the house next door.

      Not him. Not George.

      Of course, it wasn’t. George was locked away. Never coming back, no matter what he’d said. He could swear revenge all the way to his damn deathbed.

      My phone trilled on the bedside table, and I jolted on the spot, swallowed, and stepped away from the curtains. Sarah-Jean’s name flashed on the screen.

      Relief. “Hello?”

      “Hey, girl!” Sarah cried. “Do you see what I see?”

      “I assume you’re talking about the truck?”

      “No, I was talking about the Easter Bunny. Of course, I’m talking about the truck. And, uh, the incredibly hot guy standing next to it?” Sarah-Jean’s voice lowered to scandalous.

      She was my neighbor across the street, the only one I’d befriended since I’d moved out here. And she was my polar opposite. Outgoing, sweet, well-dressed, and always on the move.

      “Hello? Are you there?”

      “I’m here,” I said. “And yeah, I saw him. But so what? It’s just a new guy.”

      “Oh, don’t start, Han. Come on, let’s go over and say hello.”

      “Are you kidding?”

      “He’s our new neighbor. What’s the worst that could happen?” Sarah asked.

      I hadn’t told her yet. My therapist had been working me toward telling someone about my past, but I struggled with it so badly, that any time I’d come close to telling Sarah about it, I’d started shaking and gone pale.

      “Come on, we’re going over there. That or I’ll meet him and bring him over to your house. You need to get out more. I get the writer’s life is reclusive, but I mean, seriously.”

      “Don’t you dare bring him over here,” I said.

      She laughed. “Fine. Then meet me outside. In like… ten. Deal?”

      “Fine.”

      “That’s my girl.” Sarah-Jean hung up. In her own way, she was trying to help out. Maybe, she thought she could get me to date our new neighbor? It was her thing. Messing around and having fun.

      I’d learned my lesson. Don’t let anyone in. And stay vigilant. “If you see something, say something,” I whispered. “And you’re talking to yourself again. That’s great, Hannah, just great.”

      Ten minutes later, I was showered, dressed, my hair brushed and neat, and my makeup done. A splash of mascara, a dash of lip gloss. Understated because I wanted Sarah-Jean to outshine me. I had no interest in the guy next door, handsome or not.

      “Gorgeous,” Sarah-Jean called, as she clattered across the street on stilettos. “At least, you’re out in the sunlight, god damn. Look at you, pale girl.”

      Pale. Flesh. Pale. He liked them pale. You were lucky. You should be happy you’re alive. Not for long, though, he’ll find you and make you…

      “Come on,” Sarah said, catching my arm in hers. “Let’s go introduce ourselves.”

      That was the way of things in Jessop’s Creek, Texas. Hospitality, food, warm welcomes. It was what had drawn me out of Ohio. That and the warm summers. And the fucking serial killer.

      “Hi!” Sarah-Jean fluttered her fingers at the new guy.

      He turned toward us, his hands tucked into the pockets of his blue jeans, and swaggered over. “Well, howdy.”

      “You must be our handsome new neighbor,” Sarah-Jean said. “My name’s Sarah. I live right across the street over there, see? And this here’s Hannah. Don’t mind her. She’s quiet, but she’s as kind as they come. What’s your name?”

      The neighbor guy blinked at the slew of information. “Chase,” he said, extending a hand. “Chase Hanson. Nice to meet you both.”

      He shook Sarah’s hand first then mine. His grip was firm and warm, not clammy at all. I drew my hand back to my side, cutting the greeting short.

      “Can’t believe someone’s moving into the Collins home,” Sarah-Jean said, gesturing to his new place. “No offense, but she’s going to take a lot of work.”

      “Sure is,” he said proudly. “Where I come from, working is a way of life, and I’m a fan of using my hands.”

      Sarah grinned. “Now, that sounds good to me. Like you’ll fit right in.” She winked.

      Chase didn’t seem to know what to make of her come-on. He cleared his throat, scuffed his boot along the sidewalk. “Where do you live, uh, Hannah?”

      I opened my mouth.

      “Right next door to you,” Sarah said, jerking a thumb over her shoulder. “I’m sure Han would be happy to help you if you need to, uh, borrow a cup of sugar or anything.”

      Christ, she was incorrigible. “I have to go,” I said. “Work to do.”

      “Oh, where do you work?” Chase asked.

      Intrusive. Don’t answer it. He might be… What, a serial killer? I exhaled through my nose, counting to five. “I’m a writer. I write articles for an online magazine.”

      “She’s home all day if you need anything,” Sarah said.

      I skedaddled away from them before she could somehow wheedle us into a date. I rushed up the front steps of the porch, the wood creaking underfoot, and slapped my front door shut. I pressed my back to it and tried not to hyperventilate.

      A new neighbor. A man. I’d have to be extra vigilant from now on.
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      I did this once a week.

      It was a form of personal torture, but it was a necessary evil. The type that I practiced to keep the other, worse evils out. If I didn’t remind myself, I might grow complacent, and then what? I would let my guard down, and George would have his opportunity to creep in and take control, mentally or physically.

      The kettle boiled behind me, and I let it complete its cycle, watching the steam rise from the spout. It blurred out my view from the window. My least favorite view, but the one I forced myself to stare out of, now. It was of the new guy’s back yard.

      No shed, at least. No shed. That’s something. Low walls. See everything.

      I poured the hot water over the tea bag and let it steep. I carried the mug to the kitchen table and set it next to the box, worn from use. I sat down. I breathed.

      This was my weekly ritual. The more anxious I became, the more frequent it happened. Looking at the contents of this box calmed me down, though it shouldn’t have. It was a reminder that, yes, he was still out there, still thinking of me, hating me, wanting to hurt me, but I knew that.

      Knowledge was power.

      I would be prepared if he came for me because I understood how he thought. But he wouldn’t find me. The letters had stopped after my last move. He had lost track.

      Don’t be complacent.

      I removed the lid of the box and reached inside, drawing an envelope out, my name and old address scrawled across it.

      I opened the flap and tipped the contents out onto the table. Newspaper clippings from two years ago fell out, the headlines as taunting now as they had been then. A letter came next, folded in half once. The edges of the paper were covered in grime. Not from me, but from him. His fingers touching it.

      “Breathe,” I said.

      It was the same every time. I had to remind myself to practice my yoga breathing or I’d hyperventilate and pass out on the table.

      I unfolded the letter.

      Hello dear,

      That was how he addressed all of them. He never used my name. Like I was just another face or body to be discarded.

      I shuddered, licked my lips, but they remained dry.

      I’ve been thinking about you a lot lately. I’m sure you’ll be relieved to hear that I’ll be getting out of here soon.

      It was a lie to unsettle me. He could never get out. He was in a maximum security prison. I was safe. Or were those just the lies I told myself to keep from losing it entirely? It had only been two years. Only.

      And when I’m out, I’m going to come home to you. We can work in the garden, maybe even revamp the shed. I know how much you wanted to work on it when I was still around. I can’t wait to see you, dear. I’m counting down the days.

      I set aside the letter, my hands trembling. All lies and ones I had to confront. It was his intimidation technique. I’d been studying up on this type of thing, trying to educate myself as to how the mind of a killer worked. That way, there wouldn’t be any surprises.

      Tears gathered at the corners of my eyes as I lifted the clippings and went through them. Most bore the headlines that sat in the back of my mind. The ones that accused me of being involved somehow, of knowing. I had been George’s only neighbor. He’d lived at the end of a dead-end street.

      How could she not have known? Why didn’t she speak sooner?

      Twenty-five victims. As many victims as I had been old at the time. The last one’s name stood out on one of the newspaper cuttings.

      Cassidy Jones. Twenty-eight years old. Married with no kids. An aspiring model. Intelligent. Degree from Brown University.

      I’d memorized everything about her because she was the woman I’d seen emerging from George’s car the day before I’d found the shed. She was the last victim, and if I’d paid more attention, I might’ve been able to save her.

      But I hadn’t. I had let him do whatever he did because I’d never asked questions.

      I placed the letter and clippings back in the envelope. I put that in the box. Can’t do this today.

      Maybe it was because I had a new neighbor, but the paranoia was back. I didn’t have another appointment with my therapist, Emily, until next week.

      I fetched my phone from the bedroom and brought it back into the kitchen, my heart pounding. I dialed her number.

      “Good morning, Hannah,” Emily said, in the singsong voice she probably thought set everyone at ease. “How are you feeling today?”

      “Someone moved in next door. A man.”

      “I see. I’d love to discuss that with you and how it makes you feel, but I’m about to start an appointment.”

      “I understand,” I said, taking breaths in and out, in and out. “But I wondered if maybe you could squeeze me in later today? I’m really taking this new neighbor thing hard, as you can imagine. It’s got me thinking about… him.”

      “I see. Hannah, I would love to help you today, but I’m fully booked. Look, I’ll see you next week. Use your worksheets and practice your CBT. Are you taking your Paxil?”

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “Good. Then you’ll be just fine. Don’t let your past control you, Hannah,” she said breathlessly. “I’ll see you next week.”

      “See you—” The line had already gone dead.

      I exhaled slowly, staring at the box. It was a nightmare I’d forced myself to live in, but it felt like if I let go of the past, it would come back so easily. Like he’d rematerialize if I let my guard down for a second.

      Not every day was the same. Most of the time, I could continue with my work without thinking about him or seeing him or dreaming about him. And then I’d have “blips” like this, triggered by a memory or a thought or even seeing someone in a crowded place who looked like him.

      “Enough.” I scraped my chair back and reached for the box.

      A knock shattered the silence. Someone at the front door.

      Relax.

      I walked through to the front, past the friendly open plan living room with the TV, the comfy sofa that I’d bought for myself after moving in, and positioned myself at the door.

      The knock came again.

      “Who is it?” I called out.

      “Hi, yeah, sorry,” a deep voice replied, “it’s Chase. From next door? I’ve misplaced my damn mop, as ridiculous as that sounds. You don’t happen to have one, do you?”

      Say no. Don’t answer. Tell him to go away.

      “Yeah, sure,” I said, managing not to squeak. “Just a second.” I fetched my mop from the cupboard down the hall and returned with it. I opened the front door a crack, checking it was really him, then widened the gap.

      “Hi,” he said, giving me a warm smile, though his eyes had crinkled at the corners. He probably thought I was friggin’ crazy. “Sorry for bothering you. Just these movers are making a helluva mess.”

      “Yeah, totally.” I thrust the broom toward him.

      He took it and his fingertips brushed the back of my hand. Heat shot through me, followed by a cold jolt of fear. Our gazes met and held.

      I snatched my hand away. “There you go. Keep it as long as you like.”

      Chase lingered, a small smile playing around his lips. “Thanks. I’ll get her back to you in good shape.” He gave me a faux salute and swaggered off again.

      I shut the door and locked it.
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      It was tempting to stand in the kitchen and watch Chase work on his fence. He couldn’t see me unless I stood right in front of the sink, and if I wanted, I could open the windows and listen to him whistling a tune or humming under his breath.

      The noise of his clamoring had been the soundtrack to my writing for the past three days. He’d done his back porch, the balcony’s railing, and had just started on the fence. He worked shirtless, sweat dripping down his chest.

      Not that I was interested in him in that way, no matter how much Sarah-Jean wanted me to be. It was the fact that he was there, in front of me, where I could see him. If he did anything weird in the back yard, I would see it. I would be able to report it, right away.

      But so far, Chase hadn’t brought any women back to his home. He hadn’t even tried talking to me, other than when he’d returned my mop the day after he’d borrowed it.

      In a strange way, his presence comforted me.

      I could check that he wasn’t an evil asshole, and at the same time, it was nice to have the company, even if he didn’t realize he was giving that to me. Writing could be lonely work, and given that I liked to “live on an island” as Sarah-Jean put it, it wasn’t like I had people over to talk to after I was done for the day.

      The humming stopped, and a chill passed down my spine.

      My fingers stilled on the keys. Why was he quiet? What was he doing?

      I got up and walked to the sink, braced my hands on the countertop.

      Chase sat on a small stool in the back yard. He’d cracked a beer open and he drank from it thirstily, taking a break from his hard work. A droplet of golden liquid escaped the corner of his mouth and tracked a line down his chin, over his jawline and onto his neck.

      I stared at it.

      It’s the dangerous ones who look like that.

      Chase set the beer down, let out an almighty burp, then got up, grabbed a towel from his stool and wiped himself off, face, neck, and under his arms. He lifted his head and his gaze locked onto mine.

      Shit!

      Ducking away now would only make the encounter awkward. “Hi,” I said through the open window.

      “Hey, neighbor,” he called back and sauntered to the fence-line. “Sorry, am I making too much noise? Rumor has it you writer types like your peace and quiet.”

      “No, no, it’s fine,” I said. “I have earphones.” I cast around for an excuse as to why I was standing in front of the window. “I was just getting myself a glass of water.” I lifted a glass from the drying rack and gestured with it. “See?”

      “I do see,” he said.

      I busied myself with pouring myself a glass. I took a sip and struggled to swallow.

      “I’ve been meaning to catch up with you,” he said, leaning tan forearms atop the fence line.

      “Oh?” I nearly choked on my second sip of water and set the glass down. Get it together. It’s just another person. “What about?”

      “You’ve been making too much noise,” he said.

      I stared at him blankly.

      Chase cracked a smile. “It was a joke. A lame one, apparently,” he laughed. “Naw, I wanted to talk to you about what I’m doing over here. Just that the noise is probably going to get a lot worse before it gets better.”

      “Oh, OK. That’s fine.” The more noise he made, the better. It meant he was busy. And busy hands didn’t have time to do… other things.

      “You sure? I know how this must seem,” he said.

      Once again, I stared at him without speaking.

      He raised a dark eyebrow. “You know, me being the new neighbor, moving into this old place, tearing it up and making loads of noise. I’ve been thinking of sending a circular around to the others in the cul-de-sac, just to let ’em know that I’ll be working for about a month or so. I might even have some contractors over.”

      “Oh, OK. Yeah, I’m sure everyone would appreciate the notification.” I had no idea what the laws were regarding building things or what codes needed to be adhered to. Maybe the notification was required. Either way, the noise was fine by me.

      “Well, I do feel real bad about rushing in here and upsetting the peace and quiet. Uh, that old lady who lives on the other side of you?”

      “Mrs. Prewitt.”

      “That’s the one. She came over here yesterday evening and had a few choice words for me.”

      “Oh.” That was seriously the extent of my conversational skill at the moment. How pathetic was I? “What did she say?” I managed.

      “Just that I had some nerve moving in and causing a ruckus. But then I changed a bulb in her front hall that she couldn’t do herself and offered to fix her rocking chair, and she was all happy for me to continue.”

      “Well, that’s good.”

      “Yeah. Got me thinking too,” Chase said, ruffling his dark hair, his bicep rippling. “Maybe I ought to do some stuff for other people around here while I’m at it.”

      My heart squeezed. “I’m sure no one expects that.”

      “Of course not, but it would be nice, right? Good thing to do.”

      “I suppose.” Couldn’t he tell that I didn’t want to talk to him? His handsome face only made me want to hide.

      “I noticed that your porch is in a state of disrepair. Putting it kindly.”

      “Ha. Yeah.”

      “I could fix that for you,” he said. “In-between what I’m doing here.”

      “Don’t you have a job?” I asked.

      He jerked his head back.

      “Sorry,” I said belatedly. “I didn’t mean to—”

      He waved a hand. “Fair question. I run my own business, and it’s been my dream to move out here and fix up my own place. I like working with my hands. Kind of like a hobby for me since I spend most of my time sitting at a desk indoors. What do you say? You want me to fix up your porch for you? In my spare time. Might take a while, though.”

      My kneejerk reaction was to say “no” and shut the window. I held it at bay and took another sip of water. If he worked on my porch, he’d be closer to me, and that was terrifying, but he’d be busy and noisy for longer.

      “Yeah,” I said, “that would be great. Thank you.”

      Chase rewarded me with a brilliant white smile.
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      “I’m coming over.” The text came through on my phone at 6 p.m. My heart fluttered and settled. It was from Sarah-Jean. She had a habit of sending me messages that gave me zero notice as to her arrival.

      Right on cue, a knock tapped at my front door.

      I rose from my kitchen table, quickly saving my document, then walked through to the entry hall. “Who’s there?”

      “Duh. It’s me.” Sarah-Jean laughed. “Seriously, you’re so weird about your door.”

      She didn’t know about George. Most people didn’t spend their spare time combing the news for information about serial killers. And Sarah wasn’t the type to read the news all that often. She was too busy being a social butterfly.

      I unlocked the front door and let her in.

      Sarah-Jean followed me into the kitchen, her heels clicking on the tiles. “What a day,” she said, then paused frowning and looking around the kitchen. “Why are you working in here?”

      “It’s a nice change,” I said, trying not to color.

      She’d never understand if I told her it was so I could hear Chase. And the only way to make her understand would be to sit her down and tell her the truth, show her the pictures, and watch her judge me and weigh me, and decide whether I had known all along too.

      “OK,” Sarah said, fluttering her eyelashes. “Weird, but I’ll take it. It’s not like you have an office right down the hall or anything.” She plopped her purse down on the table next to my laptop.

      “There’s good sunlight in here.”

      “You know where else there’s good sunlight?” Sarah asked. “Out there. In the real world.” She gestured toward the window. “Go figure, right?”

      I tried for a laugh.

      Sarah wasn’t buying it. She tilted her head to one side and frowned at me. “Seriously, girl, what’s with you?” she asked. “You’re acting… different.”

      “Different how?”

      “Weird.”

      “You were the one who said I’m always weird. The weirdest person you’ve met.”

      Sarah nodded, her cherry-red locks bobbing. “Yeah, but I meant like, special weird. Now you’re just being weird weird.” She touched my hair. “You haven’t washed it in like a week, right?”

      “Thanks for pointing that out,” I said. “I’ve been busy with client work.”

      “And you’ve been having your groceries delivered.”

      “Are you spying on me or something?” I asked. “What does that matter?”

      “I’m just saying that you haven’t been leaving the house. What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” I said. “Just lots of work to get through.” I wish I could tell you, but you’d just think I’m even crazier.

      Sarah opened her purse, extracted a lipstick and applied it. She was gifted at doing that without looking in a mirror. “Are you sure?” she asked, after she was done. “I’m trying to be a good friend here, make sure you’re all right. I kind of figured you were hiding out because you’re shy.”

      “Shy?”

      “You know, of your sexy construction dude next-door neighbor.” Sarah put away her lipstick and plumped her lips out, checking her reflection in my microwave’s door. She straightened and peeked out of the kitchen windows at Chase’s back yard. “He is intimidating.”

      “I’m just going through a writer funk, that’s all. It’s got nothing to do with him.” She was too busy spying on his back yard to notice me blushing.

      “So,” she said, “you’re not interested in him then?”

      “What? No.” I was vehement. “I’m not the dating type.”

      “What does that even mean? You have a pussy, don’t you?”

      “That’s… vile, but sure.”

      “I mean, come on, you’re a living, breathing female.”

      I gripped the back of my kitchen chair and steadied myself. Living, breathing female. For now. I nearly told her then, just to get her to stop saying things. But how could I? She would blame me like everyone else had. And I would be stuck without my only friend. The only person I had let in.

      Sarah-Jean came forward and brushed my hair back behind my ear. “Honey, sometimes I think you don’t even know how beautiful you are. I mean, if you got a tan, maybe washed your hair once in a while, you’d be a total exotic beauty. Guys love women with dark hair and eyes.”

      Guys like George. Smiling George.

      “I don’t care what men like, Sarah. I like being alone. It’s safe.”

      “Right,” she said, rolling her eyes and stepping back. “Well, if you’re not going to go for Chase, then I am. I mean, I was going to step back for you, but the guy is… delicious, quite frankly.”

      Was this how normal people acted? I’d forgotten. Before George, I’d been regular, hadn’t I? I hadn’t exactly been flush with friends, but I’d gone out. I’d dated. I’d never called anyone delicious, though.

      “OK,” I said and clapped my hands. “Is there anything else you need?” I wasn’t in the mood for intrusions.

      “Uh, yeah. I wanted to invite you over to Chase’s welcome party.”

      “His what?”

      “Welcome party,” Sarah said, blinking repeatedly as if it annoyed her to have to say it again. She laughed at me. “Look at you, you’re so confused.”

      “I’m confused because it’s usually the person who moves in who throws the party. A housewarming. I might be an indoors person, but I understand social conventions.”

      “Yeah, well, Chase has been so busy, I figured it would be nice if we all got together and did something for him. Don’t you think that’s a great idea?”

      “Sure.”

      “So you’ll come?”

      “No.”

      “Oh, come on, Han,” Sarah said. “You never get out of the house. This party is sort of for you too. To get you out and socializing.” She made a face. “And to get you to wash your hair. It’s in an hour.”

      “An hour!”

      “Yeah.” Sarah grinned at me. “Come on. Come over. Please? For me?”

      I shook my head. “I have too much work.” My pulse throbbed in my throat. Chase would be there. I could watch him. Make sure he didn’t do anything. Make sure he didn’t bring a woman home and hurt her.

      Was that the only reason? I couldn’t consider anything else as real. I didn’t find him attractive, only terrifying. Liar. And now Sarah’s going to date him. Sarah, who chews through men like Tic Tacs.

      “Fine,” Sarah said and shrugged her shoulders. “Suit yourself. But if you change your mind, I’ll be waiting with a glass of wine and a plate of nachos.” And then she was out the door. It snapped shut behind her.

      I locked it and peeled the curtain back from the small window next to the door, watching her walk off. She waved to one of the other neighbors. Chase emerged from his house, as well, and the two stopped and chatted on the sidewalk, Sarah throwing her head back to laugh.

      You can’t go.

      But there was no good reason I couldn’t go, other than George haunting me with what he’d done. Not me. I hadn’t flayed those women or cut them apart. I hadn’t soaked their body parts in acid.

      Nausea overwhelmed me. I let the curtain fall back into place, pressed my back to the wall and exhaled.

      Finally, I turned and walked upstairs to shower, wash my hair, and get ready.

      Going to the party was what a normal woman would do. George had kept me from being normal for two years. I had to try again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      One heeled boot in front of the other. I approached Sarah-Jean’s house, spying the movement behind the curtains, the flash of lights in the windows as people moved around. Shadows and shapes. The low thump of music. Laughter.

      Good sounds, happy too, but my throat threatened to close. I’d already taken a Paxil. This would be fine. I would make it through this. I paused in front of the picket gate, my stomach hurting, and checked my watch.

      I was right on time.

      “You OK?” a man asked behind me.

      Coldness washed over me. I stood with my hand on the gate-latch, impotent.

      “Hannah?” Chase stepped up to the gate.

      I cleared my throat and smiled up at him—trying to. “Hello,” I said. “I thought you were already inside.”

      “Does that matter?”

      “No,” I said. “You gave me a fright.”

      “I did?”

      He was right. I hadn’t screamed or jolted. Just gone stiff all over. Stiff like a fucking corpse. Like Cassidy’s corpse. “Yeah, but it’s OK,” I said, letting out a breath. “Are you excited for tonight?” Ask questions, keep moving. Those things would help me get over the anxiety now pulsing through my veins.

      “I don’t know if I’d say excited,” he replied and reached past me, his arm brushing mine. His fingers touched the latch and my thumb.

      I removed my hand immediately. “OK.”

      “Happy to be out of the house. It’s been a hard week of work.” His cologne was strong and citrusy.

      Nausea bubbled up my throat again. “Right, yeah.”

      “I’m going to get started on your porch tomorrow,” he said, opening the gate and holding it for me.

      I walked down the garden path, focusing on my breathing and my steps, trying to keep myself from passing out in front of Sarah’s door. Wouldn’t that be a fun way to ruin the party?

      “Thank you.”

      “Are you OK?” he asked. “You look kind of pale.”

      “I’m fine. I’m always pale.”

      He laughed. “Yeah, I kinda like that about you.”

      Another wave of icy cold. “What?”

      “You know, most women are tanned. I like that you’re pale. It’s unique.”

      “I just spend a lot of time indoors.” We were on the front step, now, and he was close. So close I could make out the pores on his nose, and the deep intent in his eyes.

      He likes you. No. He didn’t. And if he did, that was too bad.

      “You should come out with me sometime,” he said. “It could be fun, us two hanging out. Going for a drink.”

      “I don’t drink.” A side-effect of taking anti-anxiety pills. And there was that pesky fact—drinking meant being uninhibited, and that led to letting my guard down.

      “Oh, all right. Then out for dinner. I found this great place around the—”

      The front door opened and saved me from having to reject him again. Or from throwing up out of sheer anxiety.

      “There you are!” Sarah-Jean cried. “And you came too, Hannah. Miracles do happen.” She swept me into a hug and squeezed tight. “Come on in. There are beers and nachos waiting.”

      I entered Sarah’s home and was struck by how different it was from mine. Everything was glitz and glam, with modeling photos of her on the walls, and shimmering silver curtains, leather sofas, and a flat-screen TV. No books in sight.

      People roamed around through the open plan living room, talking and laughing, sipping their beer and eating nachos.

      I stood awkwardly in the doorway.

      “You want some chips?” Chase asked, his breath brushing against the right side of my face.

      I heated. “No, thank you.” I strode away from him and over to the sofa, planting myself behind it and pretending to watch what was on the screen. I didn’t register what it was, but kept my eyes on it anyway, only watching the room in my peripheral vision.

      Every time someone drew close, I quietly prayed they wouldn’t speak to me. This was too hard. I had to go.

      I turned, searching for Sarah, but she was nowhere in sight. Perhaps, I could slip out and apologize for it later? It had been stupid to think I could come here. I wasn’t used to big parties and my anxiety had been worse the past week.

      Chase and Sarah stepped into the living room together, her grasping his arm, phone in the other hand, and him laughing and smiling. Nodding along.

      I hated that it made me jealous. Why should it? I didn’t care about the neighbor dude. I didn’t trust him. And I didn’t want to see Sarah hurt either. Then again, Sarah was the man-eater when it came to this type of thing.

      The song changed, and a few of the neighbors whooped and hopped off the sofa, dancing along. The air grew thick with heat and the smell of beer and melted cheese and people.

      “Oh, my God!”

      Sarah’s yell sent a spike of panic through my middle.

      I slued toward her, expecting the worse. Chase’s hands wrapped around her neck. Or a knife jutting from her ribs. Stained T-shirt. Floating head.

      But Sarah was fine. Chase was nowhere in sight.

      “Oh, my God,” she cried again. “Guys!”

      Someone turned down the TV. People turned toward Sarah, frowning or muttering or chomping down on chips.

      “Twitter is blowing up,” Sarah said, tapping on her screen. “You’ll never believe this, but a serial killer just escaped from prison. Like, you know the guy everyone was calling the new Ted Bundy? Well, he—”

      I lost the other half of her sentence. The room ballooned outward around me and my vision tunneled on Sarah-Jean. Her mouth moved, excitedly, all while her finger tapped and scrolled on the phone screen. My breaths came in short, sharp blasts.

      They had called him that. George. The new Ted Bundy. Smiling George.

      He was out. It had to be him. And he’d promised me that he would find me, that he would use the power he had, the contacts, to hunt me down. This was it. Everything I’d been afraid of for the longest time, coming true.

      “—I forgot about this guy,” Sarah continued, “but I mean, look at him.” She lifted her phone and flashed the picture. George, tall and handsome and smiling. “He looks like he could be a model.”

      All around the room, phones had come out of pockets and purses. People scrolled and chatted. The music had been turned up again, slightly, but the mood was even more alive than before. Excited chattering, nervous laughter.

      I swayed on the spot. The air in here was too close. Snippets of conversation reached my ears.

      —over in Ohio.

      Yeah, not like he’ll come to Texas.

      —catch him before then.

      But what if they don’t? I mean, how did he even escape in the first place?

      I had to get out. Back home. Lock the doors. I took a step, stumbled and fell, catching myself on the sofa. A few people cried out, Sarah among them.

      “Han, are you OK?” She came over, the phone still in her hand. I avoided looking at the screen. His face would be there, his eyes cold even while he smiled. “Han, what’s wrong?” Her hand closed around my upper arm.

      I pulled it free and stumbled again. Gray speckles danced across my vision.

      “I have to go home,” I said, but my feet wouldn’t move. I tried shuffling along, but my knees buckled.

      Strong hands caught me under the elbows. “Easy,” Chase said. “Easy there. I’ve got you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’ve got you,” he repeated.

      My mind screamed. I wanted to pull free of him, but sweat had gathered on my brow, and the room swam. His grip was firm but not rough. He guided me toward the front door, away from the hot air spewing from the mouths in the living room.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, moving my feet, supported by him and hating myself for it. A latch clicked, the thump of music cut off, and cold air brushed against my skin.

      “There,” he said. “Is that better? Nothing like some fresh air to help with… uh…”

      I opened my eyes and sucked in breaths that were too loud in my ears. “I need to sit,” I said, hearing my voice like it had come from outside my body.

      “OK, then let’s sit.” He helped me down on the top step. “You’re OK. That’s it.”

      Like I was a terrified animal. Isn’t that what you are? An animal? No, he’s the animal. And he’s out. He’s coming to get you. The sentence pushed through the fog that had descended over my mind. I leaned back against the railing on Sarah-Jean’s porch, breathing too fast.

      Stop thinking about him.

      But George’s face swam in front of my eyes. And after that, the pieces of the women he had dismembered. The police had found the remains of five different women, all in various states of decomposition, in those tanks and tubes in his shed.

      He had been accelerating their decomposition and destruction with acid. That was how he had gotten away with it for so long. Acid. Dissolving bits of people with acid. And whenever his neighbors had become suspicious, he’d moved to a new town.

      But I had never been suspicious of him. I had only watched him from afar during the day, wishing he would look at me the way he’d looked at the stream of women he’d brought home. I had never noticed. I had never worried about the fact that I hadn’t seen them leave his home.

      Wasn’t it natural to assume they had left earlier? With George? Because George left for work early while I was asleep.

      “Are you OK?” Chase asked.

      I didn’t answer but closed my eyes, the weight of the past settling on the back of my neck.

      “Do you need me to get you some water? You know what, I’m gonna do it anyway. I’ll be right back.” The door clicked.

      I was alone. My eyes opened again, searching the empty cul-de-sac and the shadows underneath trees, between houses. How long ago had he escaped? Was he already on the way?

      Twenty-five women over the span of four years. Melted and hidden, the last stubborn pieces buried. The smell in that shed had been so bad that three of the investigating officers had turned around after seeing what was in there and emptied their stomachs outside.

      And he’s going to do that to you, too.

      “Here.” Chase’s hand appeared, holding a glass of water.

      I hadn’t even heard him coming. I stared at the glass.

      “It’s water. It will help.”

      Still, I didn’t take it. I looked up at him, hardly seeing his face except for a sharp nose, two dark eyes. “I need to go home, now.”

      “Have a sip of water first, then we can get you home, all right?”

      “We?”

      “I’m here too,” Sarah-Jean said, sitting down on my left side. She rubbed my back. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m fine,” I lied.

      “What do you think caused this?” she asked. “Did you eat something? Drink something?”

      “I don’t know.” They didn’t need to know the truth. The fact that Sarah-Jean had seen the alert meant that she’d likely find out about my history. She’d blame me for what happened just like everybody else had, and the fragile peace I’d created for myself here would be broken.

      “Have a sip of water,” Sarah said, “it will make you feel better.”

      I finally took the glass from Chase and drank from it. It was water. Plain water, but I grew nervous, regardless. He might have poisoned it.

      You have bigger problems to worry about, now. He’s coming for you.

      “Come on,” Sarah-Jean said, “let’s hang out here for a while. Later if you’re feeling better, we can go back inside. There’s plenty to eat and drink.”

      “I have to go home.”

      “Aw honey, are you sure?” she asked. “I can’t come with you.”

      “That’s fine. I’m feeling ill. I’d rather be alone.” I handed the glass to Chase and struggled upright. The world had stabilized around me, now, at least. I didn’t want to tip over, and the speckles had receded. I could make it.

      “Sorry for causing trouble,” I said.

      “It’s no trouble,” Sarah-Jean replied and got up too. She drew me into a hug and squeezed tight. “Call me if you need anything, OK? I’ll come right over.”

      “Thanks.” I set off down the path toward the gate.

      “Are you, uh, coming back inside, Chase?” Sarah asked behind me, her tone dipping. I didn’t have to look back to see her flirting, twirling her hair, whatever.

      “You go ahead. I’ll join you guys in a minute.”

      “Oh, all right. Don’t take too long, though. You don’t want to miss out on the games portion of the evening.”

      My fingers fumbled on the gate’s latch. I got it open and stepped out onto the sidewalk, going as fast as my legs would carry me. Every step brought me closer to home and eased my anxiety.

      “Hey, Hannah, wait up.” Chase fell into step beside me. “I’ll walk you to your door.”

      “That’s not necessary,” I replied. “I’m fine.”

      “You nearly passed out back there.”

      “Yeah, but that was back there. I’m fine now. I can make it to my door, all right.” I quickened my pace, and my pulse went along with it too. Would I ever be free of this feeling? Fear poisoned my veins. Would my heart one day give out because of it?

      “I’d feel better if I knew you got home safe.”

      “Why?” I asked, as I reached my front gate and opened it. It squeaked and clacked. Chase walked in with me.

      “I guess ’cos my momma raised me right?” He laughed.

      At the front door, I faced him, my gaze lifting to his then darting away so he wouldn’t see my panic and judge me for it. “Thanks. I’m home now.”

      “I see that,” he said. “Do you need anything else? Want me to come in and sit with you for a while? Make sure you’re OK?”

      “I’m twenty-seven-years old, Chase. I can handle myself.” But I trembled and didn’t convince myself, let alone him.

      “All right, what the hell, sure. But like Sarah-Jean said, call if you need anything.”

      “That’s very kind of you.” I brought my keys out of my pocket.

      “What are neighbors for?” And then he was off, back down the stairs and across the garden. He stopped at the gate and smiled at me. “Take care, Hannah.”

      I let myself into the house and shut the door on him before he could say anything else. Home. Safe. George couldn’t get me in here. I put my keys on the entry hall table and studied my haggard, pale reflection in the mirror above it. The wall opposite bore an innocuous picture of a field full of golden wheat.

      The minutes ticked by in the settling quiet of the house. I could breathe again. I was alone.

      Strangely, that felt better than being surrounded by a crowd of people. Or even having Sarah-Jean here. Alone was safer.

      “It’s going to be OK,” I whispered. “You’re going to be OK. He can’t find you. He’s far from you. He’ll never come here.”

      The scrape-thump of something moving in my bedroom followed my words.
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      I stood in silence, listening.

      It can’t be true. It’s nothing. He just escaped. He’s not here already.

      I prayed the noise wouldn’t come again and that it had been a fluke. Houses creaked and groaned after a long day in the sun. I’d learned that as a child, curled up beneath my covers, dreading the pitch black in my room at night.

      But knowing that then hadn’t helped. It didn’t now, either. I’d have to check what it was, either way. Just to be sure.

      Breathe.

      I counted to five, breathing in, holding it, breathing out. It was so damn quiet, my ears hummed for the lack of noise.

      The creak came, and then a bump, and my conviction that this was just the roof contracting in the cooling evening disappeared. There was someone in the house with me. Someone who wanted to see me dead.

      George.

      I hadn’t mentally prepared for this yet. I’d spent so much time trying to get over what had happened… but no, I had read the letters. I understood what type of person he was. A psychopath. He wanted to scare me.

      The best I could do was arm myself, call the cops, and show him that I wasn’t going to be afraid.

      I’d left my cell phone in my bedroom, on my dresser. I could run across the road and call the others too, but what if he chased me? Grabbed me before I could get there.

      Or what if it’s nothing? What if it’s just a noise, and your fear is playing tricks on you?

      That was what Emily had said. That the mind was a powerful thing, either for good or for evil or for anything in between. It fabricated reasons to do things, it created excuses for mistakes, it made up memories, even, in some cases.

      What if this was just a noise and I went screaming over to Sarah-Jean’s for nothing. And then they all found out why I was afraid: I was the Hannah Claremont, not Miller, who had lived next door to Smiling George.

      “Get it together,” I hissed.

      I walked through to the kitchen, aching all over from tension. I switched the light on and went to the knife block. I drew the sharpest, longest son-of-a-bitch knife from it and tightened my grip on its handle. I swished it through the air, convincing myself I was strong enough for this.

      I didn’t have a can of mace or a Taser. Why would I buy one when he’d been locked up. When I’d suggested it to my therapist, she’d said it would be a crutch for me. A reason to stay afraid and remain caught in my cycle of anxiety.

      “Fuck that,” I whispered.

      I’d go first thing in the morning and get myself a can of mace.

      The house was quiet again. If he was up there, he lay in wait for me to come investigate. Couldn’t I just stay down here forever? Pretend that there was nothing going on? My ears were hot, my heart sitting in my throat.

      I crept out into the hall and stood at the base of the stairs.

      The lights weren’t on. Shadows lay across the landing, the sun long since set, now, and the dusk fast disappearing. Silence dripping with danger and promise.

      Stop it. There’s no one there. It was just the house. You’re making this up in your head.

      That was what Emily wanted me to believe. But what if she was in on it too?

      Now, you’re really talking crazy.

      I cleared my throat and started up the stairs, clutching the knife in my right hand, sliding my hip along the railing, my gaze fixed on the point of darkness that was the entrance to my door. The hall lights switches were next to it on the right. I’d have to reach the landing and move past the opening to get to them.

      It’s fine. I hummed a tune under my breath, faking that I was unafraid. It didn’t help, and I cut off midway through “Sweet Caroline.” The stairs creaked underfoot.

      Finally, I reached the landing. You’ve got this. One step closer to the bedroom. Two steps, standing in front of it. The door was ajar. I used my free hand to press it open.

      The room was as dark as the hall. Nothing moved. My palm had grown slick on the knife handle, and I readjusted it.

      “If you’re in here,” I said, “you’ll regret it.” My voice had cracked, but it felt good to say it. I wouldn’t let him scare me like he had in his letters. I pressed my hand to the light switch to my right, preparing myself for what I would see.

      I held my breath and flipped the switch.

      Nothing happened.

      The lights stayed off.

      My throat closed. I looked back down the stairs, but the lights in the kitchen were still on. The power wasn’t out. It was just the upstairs that was faulty. It was an old house, and I’d experienced flickering lights before.

      But why now?

      I swallowed, still listening for the scrapes and movement. Nothing. It was quiet.

      “I’m losing it,” I whispered. “I’m actually losing it.” My dresser was just to the right of my doorway, and I stepped in, put the knife down, and lifted my cell phone from it instead.

      The tension broke and I turned from the room, strode down the stairs, shaking from head to toe. I needed help. The pressure of what had happened tonight was too much for me, clearly. I needed to speak to Emily sooner than next week.

      I stood in front of my kitchen sink, spying on Chase’s back yard. The sharp memory of doing the same years ago, and witnessing George carrying the bags out to his shed, drifted up. I scraped the curtains closed and turned my back on them.

      Emily’s number was speed dial 1. I hit it and pressed my phone to my ear. It rang five times then cut off to a smooth voice directing me to leave a message after the tone.

      “Yeah, hi, Emily. It’s me, uh, Hannah. I need you to give me a call as soon as you can, OK? I’m freaking out, and I think it would be better if we spoke sooner rather than later. The pills aren’t helping me with this. I just really need to talk to someone. OK? And if I could just—”

      The tone beeped, cutting me off. I considered calling her back, but it wouldn’t serve a purpose. I’d said what I needed to say. She would call me. She always did, eventually.

      I checked the time. 7:30 p.m. Not late enough to go to bed. That was fine. I’d hang out on the sofa and watch TV. I’d positioned my living room so I had a view of the single doorway that led into the kitchen. If anyone entered, I would know.

      “There’s no one here,” I said.

      Is that what you think?
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      Sunshine woke me the next morning. My stomach turned and the inside of my mouth was bitter and dry as a crushed pill on the tongue, but it didn’t matter. I was alive. I’d fallen asleep on the sofa, the TV on and still blaring away—some rerun of an old sitcom shooting bouts of canned laughter into the living room.

      I wiped the sweat off my forehead and entered the kitchen to fix myself a cup of coffee, carrying my cell phone with me. No missed calls or messages from Emily yet. It was just past 8 a.m. She should contact me soon, and then I could deal with the news of George.

      I drank from the faucet in the kitchen while I waited for the coffee to fill the pot. Twitching the curtains aside afforded me a view of the back yard and Chase, who sat on his porch, reading the paper with a mug of coffee in his hand.

      It was such a normal thing to do, it made me want to scream and throw something at him. Force him to show his true colors. Except maybe this was who he was. I hadn’t trusted a man since my father had left my mother, and I hadn’t loved one in years, either.

      And George? My little obsession with him had taught me a sickening lesson about people. We were all monsters on the inside, whether we liked to admit it or not. Every one of us, capable of doing terrible things, whether it was to protect or satiate our own sick desires.

      And what do you desire?

      The question was whispered in a corner of my mind. Spoken by a voice I didn’t recognize as my own. Maybe I really was going crazy.

      I poured myself a cup of coffee and sat at my kitchen table, watching Chase from afar, studying his movements, convincing myself that he would do something strange soon. And I would be the one to catch it and report it.

      Chase finished his coffee, rose and stretched, the hem of his T-shirt lifting. A smattering of hair trailed toward the waistband of his PJ pants, tracing a line along his tight, tan skin. He moved back inside the house, and I walked through mine as well.

      An urgency to follow him and understand what he would do next had risen in me. I hurried up the steps to the second floor and entered my bedroom. The light was on. I switched it off, promising myself that I’d call an electrician sometime soon.

      I’d only put it off for fear that the electrician would be male and would have to enter my house.

      I moved to my bedroom window, twitched the curtain aside, and looked down at the street and my view of Chase’s house. His car, the SUV, was parked in his driveway, gleaming and clean. That disconcerted me even more.

      George had been painfully clean too. Most likely because he’d been meticulous about deleting any evidence of his crimes or the women he’d murdered having been in his car.

      The front door of Chase’s house opened and he emerged, carrying a refuse bag.

      I sucked in a breath.

      He carried the bag to the trash can out front, opened the lid, and tossed it in. His movements were sure and confident. Normal for any other handsome guy around his age. He lifted a hand in greeting to someone.

      It was Sarah-Jean, striding across the street in a mini-dress and jacket. She stopped in front of Chase’s gate and leaned on it, tilting her head to one side, twirling her cherry-red hair around a finger, pressing her breasts together surreptitiously.

      Chase affected a lean as well, toward her, and I yanked the curtains closed. I studied the floral pattern, fuming inside and out, then judging myself for it. My attraction to Chase scared me more than anything else.

      My mother had told me that I’d only ever pick the bad eggs. The ones who would leave me empty or rotten or cracked, and she’d been right. Every relationship a failure; every experience a loss. I wouldn’t try again, no matter how healthy or normal it was to get involved with someone, it wasn’t going to happen for me.

      My doorbell buzzed, and I jolted on the spot. I shook my head and went to answer it.

      Sarah-Jean smiled at me from the doorstep. “There you are, darling,” she said, sweeping me into a hug. Her vanilla perfume practically drowned me. “I just wanted to stop by before work and check that you were OK. I know last night was a bit difficult for you.”

      “Difficult,” I said. “I guess you could say that.”

      “You nearly passed out,” Sarah-Jean said. “And I think… Han, I think I know why.”

      Oh God. She’d found out. Of course, she had. Surely, everyone in the neighborhood knew by now. It wasn’t as if I’d tried that hard to hide myself. I had for months, now, but going to the party last night had been a dumb idea.

      “Come in,” I said.

      Sarah-Jean entered, hesitantly.

      In the kitchen, she sat at the table and stared at me without speaking.

      “Coffee?”

      She shook her head, her expression a far cry from the one she’d worn earlier with Chase. The flirty pout, the fluttering of eyelashes laden with mascara.

      “You know about him,” I said. “And me. Don’t you?” No use delaying. Better to pull the Band-Aid off quickly. “So, what do you think? That I’m what they said I am? That I lied or helped him or something?”

      “I don’t think that, Han. I know you, I mean, I’ve known you for a while now, and I couldn’t possibly believe that of you if I tried. You’re a good person. You’ve given me great advice when I’ve been in a sticky spot. Like, I’ve noticed that you’ve been struggling lately. Ever since Chase moved in. I couldn’t figure out why, but now I know.”

      I poured myself a cup of coffee to keep my hands busy.

      “Because it reminds you of him. Smiling—”

      “Don’t call him that,” I said. “I hate that stupid name the press gave him. It totally infantilizes what he did to those women.”

      “All right. All right.” Sarah spoke like I was a bucking horse. “Sit with me Han, let’s talk about this.”

      “What’s there to say? He’s out,” I said. “And he might be coming here. To find me.”

      “He wouldn’t really do that.”

      “He would. I changed my name. I’ve hidden away, but he can still find me if he wants to. He was a powerful man before he got put away, and I was the one who found that stuff. Them. The women.”

      “Honey, if you’re really scared, you should go to the police,” Sarah said. “They’ll help you.”

      “They didn’t help me two years ago when all of this went down. They questioned me. And I swear some of them believed the rumors in the press.”

      “That’s not true. It can’t be,” Sarah-Jean said. “If you can’t trust the cops, who can you trust?”

      No one. Not even you. “Look, Sarah, this is my cross to bear.” I lifted my chin. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll stay away from me.”

      “This is crazy. Hannah, he’s not going to be able to find you. You moved away for God’s sake. They’ll catch him before he gets close to anywhere. Where would he get a car? How would he get a plane ticket? He can’t get to you.”

      I shut my eyes. She didn’t get it. She didn’t understand what type of guy he was. “It’s pointless discussing this.”

      “I wanted to make sure you were all right. Look, no one else knows. And if they do, they haven’t said anything. I mean, surely, if this was such a big deal, wouldn’t the press be out here clamoring at your door for an interview?”

      “They don’t know where I live.”

      Sarah gave me a soft smile. “And neither does he.”

      I wanted to believe that so badly, but my gut told me not to let my guard down. “I’ve got a lot of work to do today,” I said, glancing at my closed laptop.

      “Right. I get the message. I’ll stop by later to check in on you, OK?”

      “Sure.”

      She left, trailing her too-strong perfume and an air of comfort that I envied. How could she be so calm about this? Because she didn’t grasp it and wouldn’t until she’d experienced it herself.
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      The hammering and clattering had resumed, but it didn’t come from next-door. Chase was on my back porch, working away on pulling up rotten boards and replacing them. Occasionally, he would take a break, and I would peek out and catch him resting on the bottom step, taking a sip of water from a bottle.

      I’d considered offering him coffee or tea or a snack several times, but dismissed the thought soon after. Better to not get too comfortable with the new neighbor. Watching from afar was safer.

      He hummed a tune under his breath, and I moved my workstation to the small table in my hallway, pressed up against the side of the stairs, so I could listen to the noise through the back door. My heart beat fast when he stopped, and my breathing slowed when he resumed.

      The words flowed from my fingertips. Thoughts danced across the surface of my mind. But I could work like this. The silence was much more terrifying.

      It was only at noon that I stopped for a break, walked through to my kitchen to get myself something to eat, and realized that I hadn’t put the knife back in its slot in the block. I’d left it upstairs on my bedroom dresser the night before.

      My absent-mindedness was a clue as to how anxious I was. It was the worst during times of stress. I’d forget to clean up after myself, or where I put my keys, or how long it had been since I’d had a shower. I would lose myself halfway through cooking a meal.

      Emily assured me that was entirely normal, but it still upset me.

      Chase hummed “Old Town Road” on the back porch.

      I allowed myself a tiny smile, traipsing through the hall and then up the stairs, dragging my hand along the railing.

      The bedroom was quiet, motes of dust drifting on the air, caught in beams of light. The knife wasn’t on my dresser.

      I blinked.

      Did I move it?

      But no, I hadn’t been in here last night. I’d come in this morning and seen Sarah-Jean flirting with Chase. After speaking to my friend, I’d taken a shower and changed, but I hadn’t seen the knife. I hadn’t even thought about it.

      “It can’t just be gone,” I whispered, scanning the room.

      I brought myself down on hands and knees and checked under the dresser. Nothing but a few dust bunnies. The same under my bed. Maybe it had fallen behind and gotten caught between the dresser and the wall?

      I moved it, scraping the feet along the wooden boards, but there was nothing behind it, either.

      My heart pitter-pattered. Had I had another moment of absent-mindedness and moved it somewhere else? The thought of me wandering around with a knife in a daze wasn’t exactly a comforting one.

      “What the fuck is going on?” I muttered.

      The hammering downstairs stopped.

      My body had grown hot again, so I entered my bathroom and splashed water on my face. I checked my reflection in the mirror, noting the developing dark half-moons under my eyes, the paleness of my skin. My hair was dull, though I’d run a brush through it that morning.

      The shower curtain hung inside the bath, drawn and providing me with a gaudy floral backdrop to highlight my flaws.

      Wait. No.

      I grabbed a towel and wiped the water off my face.

      I always leave the shower curtain open after I’m done.

      It was true. I would leave it bunched on one side, the rings touching each other on the rod. Someone had drawn it. Someone was in there.

      My breath hitched in my chest.

      Ridiculous. You just forgot, that’s all. It’s just a shower curtain. You’re overreacting.

      Regardless, I turned toward it and stretched out my hand. My fingertips brushed the smooth plastic. I swallowed, but there wasn’t enough saliva and I made a horrible choked noise instead. George had liked doing that. Choking his victims until they had passed out, then having his way with them. Bringing them back. Killing them slowly.

      Stop. Please stop.

      I had to open it. The shower curtain. To prove that it was my imagination and there was no one hiding behind it, waiting to pounce. That I was paranoid again, and that was all there was to it.

      “Do it,” I whispered.

      I raked the curtain back, just as the clamor of noise started up again downstairs. A shriek burst from my lips, but there was no one in the bathtub. There was nothing except a few of my dark hairs caught on the porcelain sides, squiggles of black on white.

      For the fiftieth time this week, I shut my eyes, backed up, and leaned my hands on the countertop.

      It was too much.

      I didn’t care that Emily hadn’t gotten back to me yet. I had to go see her. I couldn’t take much more of this cat and mouse game with myself. If I didn’t get help soon… what would happen? I’d start losing work, possibly falling into a black depression? I’d already been through that once. Never again.

      The thudding from downstairs reverberated through the house. Each bang brought a sharp pain in my temple, and I pressed my palms over my ears, gritting my teeth.

      Can’t take any more of this. He’s coming, you know.

      The two thoughts had different voices. I was crazy. I had to be. I’d started hearing him in my head, and others too. Women. Maybe the women he had killed or how I imagined they would have sounded if he hadn’t destroyed their lives.

      I dashed through the house and downstairs, grabbed my cell phone and my purse and hurried out into the yard. I locked the house behind me, not bothering to tell Chase that I’d left, and got into my Kia. I started the engine and sat in the driveway for a moment, staring up at the second floor of my house.

      My bedroom curtains were closed. One of them twitched and settled. I reversed out of the driveway and sped off down the street, my skin crawling.
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      “I understand how upsetting it must have been for you, Hannah,” Emily said and checked her watch. She sat in her leather armchair and tapped her pen against the side of her notepad. “I have another appointment in five minutes, so we’re going to need to finish up here.”

      I’d managed to squeeze into her office in the moments after one of the others had left, and then only because Emily had allowed it. She was a squat woman, with curly blond hair that clung to the sides of her head, and hazel eyes that could be both kind and cold.

      Now, they were artic. She wanted me out of the damn office. “I just needed someone to talk to,” I said. “I’ll pay you for this. Is there any way you can fit me in? I’m OK to wait here all afternoon if I have to. Anything’s better than being at home.”

      “What’s wrong with home?”

      “It just… things have been strange there.”

      “Strange how?”

      I licked my lips. “I feel like I’ve been misplacing things. You know, being absent-minded.”

      The interest that had flashed in Emily’s gaze was gone as fast as it had come. “I see. There’s not much I can do to help you with that, except to recommend that you stay the course with your pills. Although, hmmm.”

      “What?”

      “I can put you on a higher dosage, but we’ll talk about that in your next session.”

      “You’re not hearing me,” I said. “I’m not OK. I need help. I need to talk.”

      “Have you been practicing your emotional journaling?”

      I bit on the side of my tongue to keep from cussing. Emotional journals wouldn’t help me overcome the weird shit that had been happening around the house. She didn’t get it, or she didn’t want to. And I couldn’t go home now.

      I needed to breathe. This was meant to be the place where I did that.

      Emily’s office, with its brown and cream décor and its potted plant in the corner, the bonsai tree on her walnut desk, this was meant to be my place to exhale. I paid for that right. I had stuck with her since I’d moved to Jessop’s Creek.

      And coming here wasn’t easy, either. It was a half an hour drive from my small town to the city. The drive itself was meant to be therapeutic, but I’d white-knuckled it all the way here.

      “—hear me?”

      “Huh?”

      “I have another appointment now.” Emily had risen from her chair.

      I got up from mine.

      “I’ll call you after my day is done,” she said. “We can talk about pushing your appointment forward. My advice to you is to focus on other things, Hannah. Work on your writing. Start your novel. Speak to your friend, Sarah. Lean on your support group.”

      I hadn’t been to a support group meeting in months. The last time I’d been to one, the reaction had been as I’d come to expect when people found out who I was. Judgment.

      “Hannah,” Emily said, gesturing to the door.

      We walked to it together. She held it open for me.

      “You’ll call?” I asked, hating that I sounded desperate, but goddamn it, I was.

      “I’ll call,” she said, touching my elbow. “Why don’t you spend some time in the city this evening? Treat yourself to dinner. Someplace nice. Have some me-time. We’ll talk when I’m done here.”

      “OK. OK, yeah, I’ll do that.” Anything was better than going back to the empty house with the moving shower curtains and the knife. The fucking knife.

      I left her office and ignored the raised eyebrow from her receptionist. Another one who didn’t like me.

      It was easier not knowing people. I took the elevator down to the street and stepped out onto the sidewalk. The smells and sounds of the city embraced me, and for a second, I could think clearly again.

      There was no one here who knew me. No one who could judge me. And if I wanted, I could disappear again.

      Men and women walked past, most of them on their phones or lost in conversation. Cars sped by. The city was alive with people, and I was just another one of them. For all they knew, I could be a businesswoman. An amazing success story. Or homeless.

      I shut my eyes. Someone rammed into me and grunted a curse.

      I stepped back into the shadow of the entrance to my shrink’s building and scanned the street. Searching faces for George was automatic. I’d done it even when he’d been locked up. Now, it took on a sense of urgency.

      Get off the street. Don’t let him see you.

      I brought out my phone and looked up restaurants near me. Even just a little pizza place would be good. I could grab something and drive home. Sit in my fucking driveway like a weirdo and eat it there. Or maybe, there would be a corner booth in the restaurant. I could tuck myself into it and keep an eye on all entrances and exits.

      It was the only way I’d relax.

      The nearest place was a block away, so I hoofed it.

      I found a table near the back of the restaurant—though it didn’t have the panoramic view I’d planned on—and sat down to eat. The cheese sat heavy in my gut. The pepperoni was too rich and salty. The grease wouldn’t come off my fingers without wiping on two napkins.

      After, I walked back to my car with the leftovers in a box, regretting that it was already dark. My phone had remained silent. And my therapist’s building was dark. She had gone home and hadn’t called me after all.

      The drive back to Jessop’s Creek set me on edge. I clung to the steering wheel. Each time headlights flashed in my rearview mirror, adrenaline coursed through my veins, and I put my foot down on the accelerator.

      Was it him? No. Just a car passing by.

      This time? No, they turned off onto the freeway.

      Forty-five minutes later, I pulled into the driveway and found my house in silence. Chase’s place was quiet too, the lights off apart from on the porch. I rolled down the window to rid myself of the scent of cheese and cooling pizza.

      Suburbia entered. The chirp of crickets. The distant smell of someone else’s cooking, far superior to the meal I’d just had.

      My bedroom light was on. Had I left it on? I craned my neck, peering up at the second floor of the house. The curtains were closed, as I’d left them, and they didn’t twitch.

      That’s because you imagined it. You’re so on edge, you imagined it.

      This was still home. For now.

      I unbuckled and got out of the car. I grabbed the pizza from the back seat and walked along the path that led to the steps. I took them one at a time, heavily, the weight of the house settling around my shoulders the closer I drew to entering it.

      I fumbled my keys from my handbag and lifted them. A glint of moonlight stopped me. A glint on what?

      I lifted my gaze. Terror closed icy fingers around my throat.

      The kitchen knife was embedded in my front door, its point wedged deep into the wood. The knife I had placed on my dresser. The one that had gone missing.

      I dropped the pizza and ran.
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      I sprinted across the cul-de-sac and up to the front of Sarah’s house, fear biting at my ankles. He could be anywhere. Hiding in the bushes, watching me, waiting for me to take the knife out of the door. He’d jump out and wrest it from my hands, use it on me.

      The images of the body parts came back.

      How had he cut them up? Had he used a cleaver or a knife or that bone saw I’d seen in his shed? Was it a combination of all three? What had it sounded like when he’d reached the bone?

      Bile rose in the back of my throat and my mouth filled with saliva. I fumbled Sarah’s gate latch open and crashed onto her path. Up and fast. Had to get there before he got to me. But was it him? What if it was someone else?

      They had to have been in my house? They had to have been there.

      I rang Sarah-Jean’s doorbell and knocked.

      The porch light was on.

      “Sarah?” I called softly, glancing around me. Nothing. And the other side of the street was dark. The lampposts were out. Clouds had hidden the moon. What the fuck was going on? “Sarah. Are you home?”

      Please, please God, let her be home.

      I knocked again and rang the bell two more times, the merry chimes mocking me from inside where it was safe. Safer than out here. A knife stuck in the front door. The message was clear. He was back and he wanted me dead.

      He wanted to scare me, and goddamn it, it had worked. I was out of my fucking mind.

      “Sarah,” I said, almost whining and hating that.

      I pressed myself into the corner of her porch and drew my cell phone out of my purse. I typed out a text and sent it off.

      Where are you?

      I waited, my gaze darting from the screen to the darkness in the street, picturing figures watching from the sides of houses or crouched in bushes. How long had it been since George had sent me a letter? Not since I had moved to Jessop’s Creek. I had assumed that was because he didn’t know where I lived or had lost track of me.

      But that was foolish. George had friends in high places. After the arrest, his legal fees had been funded by some high-up billionaire who’d remained anonymous. And with friends like that, there was no limit to the resources he’d had in prison.

      Was that why he’d escaped? One final act of revenge, or the start of another killing spree, with me at the head of the trail?

      The questions came one after the other, incessant and almost accusatory. If I’d just opened my eyes sooner and spoke out about George’s behavior, he would have been gone long before he’d murdered those other women.

      He had lived next door to me for two years. And during that time, killed fifteen women. The papers had labeled it Georgie’s House of Horrors because he’d done most of them there. Right under my nose. That was what no one understood. How could I not have heard or seen? How could I have been so oblivious?

      I lifted my phone and texted Sarah a second time, my breaths coming in gasps.

      Where are you, S? I’m outside your house.

      I stared at my screen, willing a reply text to come through.

      My screen lit up with a reply.

      Hey! Sorry, honey, I’m not at home at the moment. I’m on a date with Chase. I’ll be back in a few hours and then we can talk, OK?

      A date with Chase.

      I was probably about to die, and she was on a date with the hunky neighbor dude. I forced myself to breathe. No one had come for me yet. I could call the cops, but what would I say? Someone had stuck a knife in my door?

      I balked at the thought of getting them involved. The minute I called the police, the press would follow, and if George hadn’t known before, he would then.

      But how could he not? The knife.

      I shook my head and made sense of it.

      The knife had gone missing the night before. It had been on my dresser. George had only escaped from prison yesterday. Unless he had powers of teleportation, he couldn’t possibly have made it from Ohio to my small town in Texas in a few hours. Unless he’d flown.

      I swallowed a mouthful of saliva and shouldered my handbag. I switched my phone’s flashlight on and directed it across the street.

      “Think rationally, Hannah,” I whispered.

      I could run to the other neighbors. Sarah wasn’t the only one on the street. There were other females I could turn to for help. Failing that, I could call the cops. That would be my last resort. First, I had to assess the situation.

      My feet scraped along the pathway, reluctant to draw closer to the gate. If I stayed on Sarah’s porch, she’d come home with Chase and find me here. That wouldn’t be too bad, would it?

      Grow a pair.

      It was easier said than done. I hadn’t prepared for this. I’d taken a few self-defense classes, but I wasn’t under any illusions here. He was stronger than me. God alone knew how much stronger he’d gotten in prison.

      I made it onto the sidewalk, the beam of my flashlight splaying across the concrete and then the blacktop then concrete again. I reached the end of my garden and stood outside the gate.

      He’s coming for you. He’s watching you, and he’s going to bring you down for what you did. You deserve to die for this. You’re such a whore. The torturous thoughts came when I was stressed. I couldn’t block them out now.

      I lifted my flashlight, my palm slippery, and directed it at the front door. I half-expected George to be standing there, bearing that perfectly white-toothed grin and a knife in his right hand.

      But there was nothing.

      Not even a knife.

      “No,” I whispered. “No, no, no. Not possible.”

      The knife was gone as if it had never been there, the door completely unfettered by the mark that should have been there if the weapon had been removed. Had I imagined it?

      “Can’t be. I’m not crazy. I’m not.” The gate clacked. I walked up the path and onto my porch, but the light revealed nothing but plain wood. No knife. Not even a mark. I’d imagined it. My tired mind had fabricated the knife entirely.

      It had never been there.

      My shoulders sagged. I pressed my head to the doorjamb, tears squeezing out from underneath my hot eyelids. There was nothing here. I was safe. He wasn’t coming to get me. He wasn’t in Jessop’s Creek. And I needed help. Not just physical help, but mental.

      Christ, did I need to be committed? Or was what I’d just seen a stress reaction?

      I brought my keys out again, dropped them, picked them up, and let myself into the quiet, calm of my house. I switched the lights on in the hall, the kitchen, and the living room, then sat down on the sofa and lifted the TV remote.

      “Why is this happening to me?” I asked. “Is it because of them?” The women. I would never let go of that guilt.

      I closed my eyes and listened to the laughter on the TV, praying that I would wake up in the morning to the clack of Chase’s hammer on the porch for company.
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      Hannah, little Hannah.

      Why are you crying, sweet? Daddy’s not going to be gone for long.

      Don’t listen to what she says, all right? I promise I’ll be back.

      “No,” I whispered, tossing my head and struggling.

      If you close your eyes and wish hard enough, maybe when you open them again, I’ll be back. Close your eyes now, sweetheart. Come on, close them for daddy.

      “Stop.”

      Muffled speech. My mouth. Fingers and hands, creeping along my skin, a pinch of pain at the back of my neck. Flayed skin and flesh.

      You’re a liar, Hannah. You lied about what I did. If you had kept your stupid whore mouth shut, daddy wouldn’t have to go away now.

      I opened my eyes to darkness. The air in my living room smelled… foreign. Sweet and almost meaty, like something that had been left out of the fridge for too long. The TV was off. The air was close and warmer than it should’ve been.

      My head pounded, and I touched it.

      It had been a dream. Something I had let go of long ago. And now I was…

      The reality of my surroundings struck home. It was pitch black and I was in my living room. I sat up, feeling the couch cushions beneath my fingertips. The power had gone out. I’d forgotten to contact an electrician again today, and this was my damn punishment.

      I’d left my cell phone on the coffee table, so I leaned forward, feeling for it. It was ridiculously dark, like the inside of a tomb. The drawn curtains blocked the light from outside, but then, there hadn’t been any light earlier. The lampposts on my side of the cul-de-sac had been out.

      My fingers slid over the smooth tabletop. I reached the far end and worked my way back then across. A frown wrinkled my brow. I had definitely left my damn cell phone here. Had it fallen in the night? Or had I gone up to use the bathroom and forgotten it?

      “Not again,” I murmured, the sound of my voice strange in my ears. A foul taste crossed my tongue.

      I got up, the hair on the backs of my arms prickling and standing on end. I shuffled toward the doorway, barely visible thanks to my eyes adjusting to the gloom. I smacked my knee against an armchair and swore under my breath.

      Finally, my fingers latched onto the doorjamb, and I entered the kitchen. It was easier to see in here, a sliver of light entering from a slit in the kitchen curtains. It slanted across the sink and the floor tiles.

      See? It’s fine.

      The breakers were sequestered in the laundry room—the entrance to which was in the corner of the kitchen. It would be better to brave the dark now, overcome the creeping dread, rather than wander around blind in the house searching for my phone first.

      A slight change in air pressure and shuffle of movement near the entrance to the laundry room door sent me into a cold shock.

      Someone’s in here with me.

      I turned my head, achingly slow, my neck muscles almost refusing to follow the command.

      A black figure stood in the corner, unmoving. The shape of a man, tall and wide.

      George.

      I shrieked.

      The sound galvanized him into action—he flew across the room toward me, bashing a chair out of the way, his arms outstretched.

      I threw myself backward, turned, and ran out into the hall. I crashed into the side of the staircase, sharp pain sprouting in my arm.

      Run. Run. Run. Run.

      He thundered out into the hall behind me.

      But there’s no place to hide.

      I forced myself along the wall, tripping and scraping, throwing the table behind me to block his path. Shrieks rose in my throat and caught behind my teeth. His breath was heavy and hot behind me, the thudding of his steps growing closer and closer.

      Nowhere to go. He had chased me away from the front door.

      A sliver of light guided me toward the back of the house. It came from the crack under the back door.

      I slammed into it and the knob rattled under my palm.

      George was three feet away. Two feet away. One foot. An arm stretched out.

      I crashed through the back door and onto the porch, sucking in sweet cold air. I stumbled back, planting my feet, preparing to take off for the fence line. The boards groaned and creaked underneath me. A terrific crack split the night.

      My foot plunged through the porch. I fell into the space underneath the house.

      

      Pain throbbed through my head. I groaned and coughed dirt. The scent of mold and soil filled my nostrils.

      What happened?

      I lifted my head and smacked the back of it against something hard. Wood. The porch. I had fallen through the porch. George was up there.

      Move.

      I scrambled onto my back, agony screaming through my leg, and forced myself backward through the dirt, gasping and swallowing. George thumped overhead, dust loosening and skittering down onto me. I held a sneeze.

      He knew I’d fallen through. He had to, but could he squeeze under here as well? It was tight. The front of the house had to be somewhere, behind me. If I could force myself along, I’d be able to claw my way out, get into the street. Somehow.

      I couldn’t let him win.

      He’d come all this way to find me and end me, and I couldn’t let him win.

      The thumping stopped. There was a silence and then a creak as he let himself down into the space beneath the house.

      I turned onto my belly and shuffled through the dirt, digging my fingers into it and dragging myself along, struggling for air. I dug space for myself, bumping my head occasionally, my ankle throbbing, but my focus on the darkness ahead.

      It was dim, almost completely dark, my pale hands the only thing that kept me moving. I reached forward and caught a handful of dirt, reached again, and my fingers closed around something wet and cold.

      I snatched my hand back, holding in a gasp.

      He would hear me.

      What is this?

      A flashlight beam lanced through the space under the house. I looked back, but I couldn’t make anything out, other than the silhouette of him crawling toward me, kicking up dirt, the flashlight bobbing as he moved.

      I turned and grabbed the wet, cold thing again, just as the light splashed across it.

      Sarah-Jean’s eyelids had been removed. Her cheeks had been flayed free of their skin. Her lips had been peeled off and her tongue was missing. I had grabbed hold of her lifeless arm in the dark.

      A scream tore free of my breast. I released her and crawled forward, kicking my legs frantically, the image of my friend, my only friend, dead under my house driving me on. How long had she been there? I was next.

      George had come to ruin me, and he wouldn’t stop until he’d taken his pound of flesh.

      My fingers scraped against the latticed deck skirting and I stuck my fingers in the tiny holes, tugging on it frantically.

      Two hands closed around my ankles and pulled me into the darkness under the house.
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      “Help!” I screamed. “Somebody help me!” I kicked my legs and struck something warm and fleshy. “Help me! He’s here! He’s trying to kill me.”

      My neighbors had to hear. Someone had to be out there.

      The hands closed around my legs again, drawing me closer and closer. The pain in my right ankle was unbearable, but I kicked anyway. You won’t take me down. You can’t. Not like this. Oh, Sarah.

      She was gone. I was all that was left.

      “Let me go!” I screeched.

      Once again, striking against that warm flesh. A crack followed, and then, “Ow, Jesus. Hannah! Hannah, stop.” It wasn’t George’s voice—his was warm and airy and sickeningly smooth. No, this was my next-door neighbor.

      It was Chase.

      I stopped kicking. His grip released on my ankles, and I turned over onto my back.

      The beam of light lifted and settled as he shuffled into place next to me. “Are you OK?” he gasped, huffing out clouds of dirt.

      “What are you—”

      He aimed the beam off to one side, so he could see me properly without shining the light in my eyes. “I heard noises. I just got home from work and I heard… banging. And then your whole fucking porch collapsed. What happened?”

      I shook my head, trying to make sense of it. Sarah’s body. I’d seen it back there. Hadn’t he seen it too? Had I imagined it?

      “What the fuck is going on?” I groaned.

      “I don’t know. I thought you stepped out for a breath of fresh air and fell through. Shit, you left this afternoon before I could tell you that the porch wasn’t safe for you to walk on yet,” he said.

      I exhaled slowly. “Oh.” But Sarah?

      I’d imagined the knife before. Had I fabricated her body too? Her death? Surely, my brain wasn’t that powerful or unhinged?

      “Shit, I’m sorry I scared you,” he said. “I was just trying to check if you were all right. Didn’t expect you to start hollering and kicking like that.”

      “Yeah,” I replied. “Yeah.” This isn’t right. Sarah. “How was your date?” I asked.

      “Huh?” He frowned, his handsome features contorting slightly, demonized by the strange light under the porch.

      “Your date with Sarah. How did it go?”

      “Well, I’m not trying to be a dick here, Hannah, but do you really want to talk about that now? I think it would be better to get back inside and check that you’re not injured first.”

      “I want to talk about it.” I couldn’t have imagined she was dead.

      He shook his head. He had a bruise rising on his cheek where I’d kicked him. Strangely, I didn’t care.

      “It was OK, I guess? It was just a date. Nothing special. Now, come on, let’s get you back inside. You can come over to my place where the floor won’t betray you.” He forced out a bark of laughter.

      I blinked.

      Back to his house. His house. Why?

      I swallowed. “You didn’t see anything back there, did you?”

      “Where?”

      “Back under the house. You didn’t see…”

      “Hannah, what?”

      I pressed my lips together and tasted salt and gritty dirt.

      “I think you’ve got a concussion,” he said. “Hold on, let me see if I can get the skirting open.” Chase set the flashlight aside, turned on his stomach, and started working on the skirting with his bare hands. He was stronger than I was, would probably get it out quicker.

      The back of his dirt-streaked white T-shirt lifted, and I caught a glimpse of something silver underneath. Silver and black. What was it?

      Knife.

      An ice block dropped into my stomach.

      Sarah?

      I lifted my hand, the one that had touched her, and stared at my palm. It was bloodied. Her body had been real.

      I sucked in a breath and looked up.

      Chase stared directly at me, grinning, and the knife now in his hand. “I’ve been waiting a long time for this,” he said.

      I squealed, but he struck me across the mouth, jarring my teeth against each other. I bit my tongue and tasted blood. He covered my mouth with his palm, pressed his body on top of mine, and placed the knife against my throat.

      “Hannah,” he whispered. “You have no idea how much I’ve wanted this. How long I’ve dreamed of it. Oh God, fuck, I’m getting hard just thinking about it.”

      Revulsion crawled over my body. I trembled and whined underneath him, not daring to kick or move too suddenly in case his hand slipped and the blade dragged across my skin.

      Sarah’s really dead.

      “Do you know who I am?” he whispered, his breath smelling of something off. Rotten. Meat? “You don’t, do you? Of course, you don’t. Why would you? You don’t care. Just like you didn’t care when you were living right next door to George.”

      What did he want? Why?

      “I can see the questions in your eyes, baby girl. And you’re in luck. I’m going to let you live a while longer. I want you to understand why I’m going to slit you open, why I’m going to peel the skin from your body. I want you to feel the pain that I felt.”

      My eyes widened and I let out a muffled scream against his hand.

      “There’s no use crying for help, sweetheart. No one’s going to save you now. Just like no one saved Cassidy.”

      My mouth went dry.

      Cassidy.

      She was the brunette. The last victim, who I’d found in the shed in the back of George’s house.

      “You see, they might not think that you’re guilty of killing her, my wife, my woman, but I know the truth. You kept his little secret. You let him have his way with those women. And when you were done with him, you ruined him.” He licked his lips. “And now, I’m going to do to you what he did to them. I want you to relive her last moments.”

      He lifted his hand off my mouth. “I didn’t,” I whispered.

      “Scream and I’ll kill you.”

      “I didn’t,” I repeated. “I had no idea. I didn’t. You don’t understand. I would never hurt anyone. I didn’t want that to happen to your wife. I didn’t want anything bad to happen to anyone. I just…”

      “You watched him. That’s what the papers said. You told them that. Is that true?”

      I couldn’t answer.

      “Is that true,” he growled, shifting the knife at my throat.

      “Yes,” I whimpered.

      “Then why didn’t you tell anyone before?”

      “Because I didn’t know.”

      “Bullshit. No one believes your lies. You’re a shit heel. A whore. You were a serial killer’s whore, and you helped him murder my wife.”

      His wife, who had been sleeping with George? I’d seen them together. I had replayed the moment they’d emerged from his Audi together over and over and over again in my mind. Why would his wife have been with another man?

      “I didn’t do anything,” I said.

      “Exactly. And you can lie there and do nothing while I have my way with you,” he replied. “It took me so long to find you, sweetheart. So long. I’m going to savor this moment. You and me, we’re going back to my place. I’ve got the living room all prepared. I’ve set it out just like he had it. I’ve even got the acid.”

      I retched.

      “Yeah, you like that, don’t you?”

      He was fucking crazy. A copycat killer? A psychopath who wanted revenge by doing worse?

      “I almost lost you,” he said, “after the last time you moved. I was so close and then you just up and disappeared, but you’re not as invisible as you think, Hannah. You should have changed your first name too. You should have stayed indoors. You shouldn’t have made friends.”

      “You don’t need to do this,” I said. “I’m not the one you’re mad at. It was George, OK? Not me. And George is out of prison, now. You can find him and take your revenge.”

      He laughed again, that horrible sharp bark. Too loud in the small space. All I could think was to keep him talking until I came up with an idea. An escape route. Anything.

      “George is long gone. He’s probably in Mexico by now, but you… you’re going to be mine for the night. Maybe I’ll even keep you alive until tomorrow. Maybe I’ll keep pieces of you for later. Or maybe I’ll finish with you in one night and dump your corpse under your house with Sarah’s. You two bitches can rot into nothing together.”

      “Please,” I said. “You have no idea how much your wife’s passing has haunted me. I cared about what happened. I hated myself for it. I never wanted Cassidy to—”

      “Shut up.” The knife pricked my skin and wetness trailed down the side of my neck. “You shut your fucking whore mouth. You don’t get to say her name.”

      I snapped my teeth together, my eyes wild and searching, inhaling the stench of him on top of me, sweat and rot, none of the pleasant lemony cologne left now, as if it had been stripped away by the evil pouring from him.

      “You’re resilient, I’ll give you that,” he said, moving the knife away from my throat, pressing the blade against my shirt, then trailing it sideways to my upper arm. He pressed it against my pale skin and moved it downward, drawing a line of fire and blood.

      I kicked my legs.

      “What does it feel like?” he asked. “Trouble, that’s what you are. The minute I saw your picture in the paper, I knew it, too. Look what you did back there. You broke through the porch without breaking your leg. I was hoping for that at least. This would have been so much easier if you’d just played ball.”

      His words melded together. They didn’t make sense. I didn’t care anymore.

      “Please,” I said, one last time.

      “You’re going to do exactly as I say,” he said, drawing a second line down my arm, cutting deeper now, drawing a squeal to my lips. He slapped me. “You’re going to be quiet, or I’m going to cut the tongue out of your skull.”
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      If you want to be free, you can be free. You just have to fight. My mother’s voice echoed from the past. Baby, I wanted to show you the right way to live your life, but I couldn’t do it. I’m sorry. I’m sorry I wasn’t a better mother to you. I’m sorry I couldn’t give you all the things you needed.

      So long ago, now. When I’d been just six or seven. After daddy had left. Before mommy had picked up the bottle.

      You are a failure. You’ve let me down. I wanted you to be the one who made it, but you’re just as much of a sick fuck as your father was.

      Her words to me after the news had broken in the press. And then the headlines had come.

      Killer neighbor’s mother commits suicide.

      Shame follows neighbor of Smiling George wherever she goes.

      Was the guilt too much for neighbor’s family to bear?

      My mother had killed herself after George had been discovered. After the press had leaked my name. After I had been accused of being an accomplice, to keeping my silence out of choice rather than ignorance.

      If your father had stayed, maybe you would have been normal. You’ve let me down, Hannah. I wanted to be proud of you, but you didn’t leave me much of a choice.

      Before the pain had come. A slap to my face.

      You think you’re better than me? She had staggered, smelling of vodka and vomit. You’re a stupid little bitch. Another slap. You should have kept your mouth shut about what he did to you. Fucking whore. Fucking stupid whore.

      “You going to be quiet now?” Chase asked.

      My eyes opened, but the right one couldn’t at all. I was unable to speak. Opening my mouth was too painful. Had he broken my jaw? My voice box still worked. I could whimper.

      “That’s good. That’s much better.” Chase’s smile sickened me.

      Blood trickled down the back of my throat and I choked on it.

      “Oh no, you can’t die yet. We’ve still got so much more fun to have. I’m going to make you wish you’d never been born.”

      The knife was pressed to my arm, rather than my throat.

      You’ll never amount to anything. You’re too much of a pussy to grab life by the balls. Mom’s voice again. You can be as angry as you want with me, but it’s all you. You’re the failure. You’ll never fight back.

      I lifted my knee and rammed it into Chase’s balls.

      He yelled and dragged the knife across my arm, curling inward upon himself.

      I kicked away, scrambled on all fours toward the skirting and bumped into it with my head.

      Never amount to anything. You let those girls die. You did it. Whore. You deserve to be tortured to death.

      I rammed my head into the skirting again and again until it cracked beneath me.

      “Where do you think you’re going, bitch.” The knife cut hot lines of blood and pain across the backs of my calves.

      I slammed into the barrier again.

      “Come here.” Another slice, this time into the sole of my shoe, while he said, “I’m going to make you pay for that, you shit.”

      Another bang. Finally, the latticework broke. I squeezed out of it.

      Chase’s hand landed on the back of my leg, but the blood coursing from the cuts had made me slick. He slipped off me and yelled.

      I screamed through gritted teeth. I couldn’t open my mouth properly, could barely breathe. The underside of the house birthed me. I ejected myself into the garden. Scrambled to my feet, placing too much weight on my busted ankle.

      I collapsed again, rose, and screamed as loud as I could. I half-limped, half-ran out into the road and down it, away from the cul-de-sac, toward a neighbor’s house.

      The sharp beams of a vehicle’s headlights sluiced over my skin. I turned in time to see the grate of an approaching truck. There were three horrible bumps. The sky turned to black.
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      The gentle blip, hiss, and click of machines woke me. I lay on a bed, trapped under a white hospital sheet and blue blanket, my ankle was elevated in a cast. Machines to my right, flowers to my left, and a door that was brown and shut.

      A phone rang in the distance, followed by the chatter of an intercom overhead. The door opened, and a woman wearing a white medical coat entered. She walked to the end of my bed, lifted the clipboard from it, and checked the papers attached.

      “Nice to see you’re awake,” she said, meeting my gaze with a warm one of her own. “My name is Doctor Jackson, and I’ve been looking after you.”

      “This isn’t heaven, then?”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.” Her skin was the color of dark chocolate. She held her pen, dragging it gently across the page. Her gaze danced from me to the notes. “How are you feeling today, Ms. Miller?”

      “I don’t know how I’m feeling,” I said. “How long have I been asleep? What the hell happened to me? After the… I mean…”

      “You were hit by a truck,” the doctor said, replacing the chart, “a week ago.”

      “A week.” I tried bolting upright, but my ribs hurt too much.

      “Yes, a week,” she said. “As I understand it, and as your injuries indicate, you went through a great deal before you were hit.”

      “Is he in jail?”

      “They caught the man who did this to you,” she said, nodding. “But now that you’re awake, the police will come by to speak to you about what happened, I assume. My business is not the horror you’ve been through, but your recovery.”

      “That’s nice to hear.” I’d focused enough on the past.

      “You’re quite banged up,” Doctor Jackson continued, walking around to my side of the bed. “Three broken ribs. One shattered ankle. Your foot was crushed. Your lungs collapsed. And you had several lacerations. Your jaw was, thankfully, unbroken, but you did manage to bite your tongue so severely you needed stitches, and your right eye will recover.”

      “That’s quite a rap sheet,” I croaked.

      “Water?”

      “Yes, please.”

      The doctor poured me a glass and lifted it to my lips. “Mild concussion too. The least of your worries given the rest of what you’ve been through.” She smiled and placed the water next to the flowers. “At least somebody’s sending you love, though.”

      “Love?”

      “Makes the world go round.”

      Who would send me flowers? I had no one left. Sarah.

      My heart shattered for the first time since I’d seen her body. She had been the only friend I’d had. She’d tried her best to put me at ease and make me feel welcome, and my repayment…

      No. This wasn’t your fault.

      None of it had been. I had spent too long blaming myself for what George had done. Sarah wouldn’t have wanted that. She would have wanted me to let go of this and move on, but it would take a long time before I overcame anything.

      “You’ve got a buzzer right here,” the doctor continued, gesturing to the one next to my bed. “And if you need anything, all you have to do is press it and that’s it. Someone will come right in and help you out. Pain meds, you name it.” She winked at me.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      The doctor let herself out of the room and shut the door quietly behind her.

      I breathed and everything hurt, but I suspected without the drip now attached to my wrist, everything would have hurt a lot more. Sunlight danced through the windows, and I had a view of the hospital’s parking lot and the small grassy knolls to one side of it, that held a tree and a set of benches and tables. People sat there, talking, some of them playing chess.

      It was such a normal sight, my vision clouded with tears.

      I had spent the last twenty-seven years of my life barely living. Writing had been my only outlet and form of experiencing life.

      It’s a second chance. I’ll do it again.

      The door opened for a second time, and Emily, my therapist, entered, appearing sheepish and portly in a brown pants suit. She kind of looked like an oversized muffin as she nodded to me and lingered at the end of my bed.

      “Hello, Hannah. How are you feeling?”

      “Like I could run a marathon,” I croaked.

      She offered me another smile. “I’m so sorry about what happened to you. I wish… I think that if I had spoken to you when you had asked me to, perhaps—”

      I shook my head, slowly. “Don’t do that. The guilt trip. Trust me, it’s not worth it.”

      Perhaps, if I had lived in the sunlight, if I’d had more friends, I wouldn’t have been as susceptible to Chase’s mental and physical attacks. I would’ve been savvy. I would’ve trusted my instincts and reported everything to the police.

      “Well, I heard from the doctor that you’re going to make a full recovery,” she said, coming around to stand near my head. “And I want you to know that you’re a priority patient for me. Next time you want to reschedule, I’ll be flexible. This has been a learning curve.”

      “For both of us,” I said.

      I wasn’t about to run back to her leathery chair and lay my troubles on the line. I had options. But, it would be easier talking to her than someone I didn’t know. I still had a lot to work through. All my problems hadn’t disappeared overnight. Maybe she would take me seriously, now.

      “I assume you’ve heard the good news?” she asked. “That man is in jail, now, and they caught George, as well. You’re safe. They’re both behind bars.”

      “Let me guess, the press are having a field day?”

      “When are they not?” Emily asked, trying for a motherly smile that fell flat. “I’m just glad to see you’re in relatively good health. So to speak.”

      “So to speak.”

      She patted me on the forearm. “Is there anything I can get you? Anything at all? Perhaps something sweet to eat? I don’t know what the doctor’s orders are. I’ve got the go-ahead to conduct therapy sessions here, though, if you need me to.”

      “Oh, really?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s great news. I’d like that.” If only to have one other person around who I knew. Or the only person around who knew me.

      “Good. Then I’ll come by and visit you again tomorrow. You get some rest, now.”

      My eyelids were already drooping. It didn’t matter that I’d just woken up. My body needed time to heal. My mind needed even more of that.

      Emily reached the door and opened it, smiling back at me. “I hope you get better soon, dear. I look forward to seeing you back on your feet. There’s nothing quite like a survivor’s tale. Resilience, you know?”

      I nodded, stifling a yawn.

      She slipped out, and a thought occurred to me.

      “Emily?”

      “Yes?” She popped her head around the door again.

      “I almost forgot, thank you for the flowers.”

      Her brow wrinkled. “Oh, I wish I could take credit for them,” she said, “but they’re not from me. Maybe you have a secret admirer.” She slipped away then and left me with those words.

      Carefully, I shifted so I could pull the card from the bouquet. I inhaled and flipped it open.

      I can’t wait to see you again, dear.
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